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MERRITT N. COOTES
Temporary Consul
Saigon (1936)

Merritt N. Cootes was born in Virginia in 1909. Educated in France, Austria and
Princeton, he joined the Foreign Service in 1931 and served in Haiti, Hong Kong,
Italy, Portugal, the Soviet Union, Pakistan, Algeria, and Washington, DC. He
retired in 1969. He was interviewed by Lillian Mullins in 1991-1993.

COOTES: I was just about to go back to Hong Kong when a cable came in on January 1, 1936. 1
said to Henry, "Oh, you can decode this thing tomorrow. Don't bother about it today." Henry
said, "No, I think we'd better go down there right now." It's a good thing that we did, because the
telegram covered my transfer to Saigon, to fill in for the Consul, Quincy Roberts, who had not
been back to the U.S. for 17 years! In those days, if you took home leave, you paid your own
way back to the U.S. and then to your post. Roberts decided that, rather than pay his way home
from his previous posts in Fiji or Indonesia, he'd stay where he was. So he hadn't been home for
17 years. He wrote to the Department and asked that somebody be assigned to replace him. He
received no answer and, three months later, he sent a telegram. That was unheard of in those
days. So the answer was a telegram to me in Manila, ordering me to Saigon to take over while
the Consul went on home leave. Finally, his home leave was paid, as a special consideration. So
I spent seven months in Saigon. It was a one-man post. There were such posts in those days --
they don't any more, as we all know.

Of course, when I arrived in Saigon on January 6, 1936, I thought that I would have to do all of
the end of the year economic reporting. I thought that this was going to be a terrible burden. I
knew nothing about Indochina -- I barely knew where it was. But when I was met at the dock by
Consul Quincy Roberts, he said, "Look, I've got all of my reports lined up. I didn't realize that I
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was going to get to go on leave so quickly. I've got all of that done. I'd suggest that you go up to
Hanoi, because that's where the Governor General lives. You can establish contact with the
office of the Governor General and the Customs, Police, and all of the rest of the officials. So if
anything happens while you're down in Saigon, you will have your contacts up at headquarters in
Hanoi." At that time Indochina effectively belonged to the French. Cochin China [now southern
Vietnam] actually belonged to France, by treaty. Annam [now central Vietnam], Cambodia, and
Tonkin [now northern Vietnam] were French protectorates. For some reason the capital was
established in Hanoi, rather than Saigon, although Cochin China was the wealthy part of
Indochina, where the rice exports were produced. So I stayed there for seven months...

Q: In Saigon?
COOTES: In Saigon.
Q: How did you get to Hanoi -- by train?

COOTES: By ship from the Philippines, from Manila. I went from Manila to Saigon, and then,
when I returned to Hong Kong, it was by ship from Saigon to Hong Kong.

Q: 1 just wondered how you got to Hanoi from Saigon.

COOTES: I went part of the way by train, but the railroad had not been completed. So after
traveling by train some distance we all got off and onto buses and traveled something like two
hours by bus to Nha Trang. From Nha Trang we took the train to Hue and so up to Hanoi.

Q: I see.

COOTES: When I was in Hanoi, I met the Frenchman who was the agent for Chrysler cars. He
said that he had just taken delivery on some automobiles which he had to drive down to Saigon.
Since I was going back to Saigon, would I drive one of the cars for him? So I drove a car, and it
was very interesting. We went through the "pays des insoumis," in the hills of Indochina. It was
called "insoumi" because the French had really never done more than occupy the towns. At night
it was not safe to walk around. The so-called "natives" had never really been subjugated by the
French. So I drove back to Saigon with the Chrysler agent. He was delighted to have someone to
drive the car for him.

Q: There were roads?

COOTES: Oh, yes, quite decent roads. The French have always been good at that in all of their
colonies, as I found out later on when I was in Algeria. What the French had done in that area in
terms of transportation and communications was literally fabulous.

Q: So you were back in Saigon for another few months.

COOTES: I was back in Saigon for another few months. Quincy Roberts came back from home
leave, and I returned to my post in Hong Kong. As I said, your transportation on home leave was
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not paid by the Department. I was entitled to some leave, after three years. My father was a great
friend of one of the personnel people who served under Mr. Byington. He arranged to have me
transferred from Hong Kong to Montreal, with instructions to proceed via Washington.

KINGSLEY W. HAMILTON
Consular Officer
Saigon (1940-1942)

Kingsley W. Hamilton was born in 1911 to Presbyterian missionaries in the
Philippines. He attended high school in China, the Philippines and Ohio. He
graduated from the College of Wooster in 1933. One of his favorite history
professors topics on world history influenced his interest in international affairs.
This led him to graduate work at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy and
his taking the Foreign Service Exam. He has also served in Hungary and
Switzerland. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on December 9,
1994.

Q: Then where were you assigned?

HAMILTON: Saigon.

Q: You were there from '40 to '42. How did you get to Saigon?

HAMILTON: Well, by train to Genoa, and got on an Italian liner, the Conte Biancamano, and
then to Singapore. We had the Italian minister of colonies aboard, he was on an inspection trip to
their then colony Eritrea, on the Red Sea.

Q: Italian Somalia?

HAMILTON: Massawa was the port where we stopped and Asmara was the capital of the area.
Q: That would have been Ethiopia, or Eritrea. The Italians had all of Ethiopia at that time.
HAMILTON: Yes Eritrea. Then we went on making stops at Aden, Bombay, and Ceylon; so it
took a while, a pleasant cruise. At Singapore I got off, and then waited a week until I could get a
small French ship to Saigon.

Q: So you were in Saigon February '40. What was your job?

HAMILTON: There were two of us. The consul at first was Peter Flood, I was the vice consul.
We did everything. The Cochinchina government operated fairly independently. The Governor
General was in Hanoi, but we were responsible for the reporting and other actions as a legation

or an embassy would have been. We communicated directly with the Department but sent copies
of some things to Paris while the embassy was still there.
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Q: What was the situation in Saigon like in early 1940?

HAMILTON: It was a pleasant and interesting situation, except that we felt cut off. It was all
right up until May 1940 when Paris fell. There was regular steamship travel; a ship called once a
week or every ten days en route from France to China and Japan and back. Other ships also
called. People weren't worried particularly about anything. So life was good; a few shortages but
quite pleasant calm. Then, after the German armistice in June, the French really felt cut off, left
high and dry. Admiral Decoux, a Vichy sympathizer, became Governor General and General
Catreux left and joined the Free French

Admiral Decoux was given a large measure of authority and was also appointed High

Commissioner for all French possessions in the Pacific. He had authority but meager resources,
physical contact with France having essentially ceased. Supplies began to be short, so he had to
try to develop increased commercial relations with the Philippines and Hong Kong particularly.

Within a month after the fall of France the Japanese began moving into Tonkin, the northern part
of Indochina, in various ways, first with inspectors on the railway running to Yunnanfu in China.
There were military clashes in September 1940 at Caobang and Lang Son on the Indochina-
Chinese border.

Then the Japanese began making economic demands. They wanted all the rubber and much of
the rice, and other things. They promised to pay, but actually all they did was to give vouchers.
Generally they needed all their own supplies for themselves and sent little to Indochina.

By the beginning of '41 gasoline was running short. The French began mixing some rice alcohol
in with it, and developed what they called gazogenes, an engine able to run on charcoal gas used
first in buses and then some cars. Other things began to be scarce, including new movies. Life
was more somber then than it had been, with fewer balls and parties.

Q: From your observation, how was the French Colonial world? Were Vietnamese integrated
into the colonial structure, or were you dealing with the French?

HAMILTON: We dealt with the French almost exclusively. Even in the provinces the top man
was always French. Outside of Saigon the French themselves, however, mingled more with the
native people than the British tended to do in their colonies. The French also seemed to marry
natives more often than the British did. But the French had their schools, their lycee system.
There was a university at Hanoi, but the French usually went to universities in France.

A certain amount of unrest developed among the Vietnamese towards the end of 1940. It got
rather serious. I don't know who was behind it. There was considerable feeling that the Japanese
were. French officials referred to "communist" disturbances. The French arrested a large number
of people and put many of them on an island off the coast, Poulo Condore, where they had a
penal colony.

Q: Like Devil's Island.
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HAMILTON. Yes. Poulo Condore is about 90 miles east of the southern end of Indochina.

Q: Were Vietnamese coming to you as an American representative to let you know how much
they resented the French? Were they using this, or were we pretty much a neutral?

HAMILTON: We were pretty neutral. The Vietnamese hardly ever showed up at the consulate,
or elsewhere. We had a few Chinese who would come over and whom we knew fairly well --
businessmen, or commercial folks, rice dealers, or something of that sort. But it was rare when a
Vietnamese came into the consulate.

Q: What was the major work you were doing then?

HAMILTON: Well, there was no visa work and practically no passport work. Most of the time it
was political and economic reporting. There was quite a bit of economic reporting because
Indochina was a rich country with a lot of production and export of rice, rubber, metals, and
various things of that sort. A lot of political reporting was necessary at that time. It got so heavy
and we were so far from Hanoi, the capital, that the Department sent down Charles Reed from
Shanghai primarily to do political reporting in Hanoi. He got a room or two, opened a little office
in a hotel, and took over much of the political reporting. Normal consular matters he would
usually refer to us in Saigon. People visited him but he did not really operate an office for the
public, particularly not for consular services.

Q: When you say political reporting, was this basically about what the Japanese were up to more
than anything else?

HAMILTON: Yes, plus the policies and attitudes of the French and problems with Thailand.

Q: What was your attitude, and others with you in the consulate there, towards the French, after
the fall of France? The British during 1940 were going through the Battle of Britain and it was a
very difficult time, and the Vichy French and the British went in and attacked the French navy in
Algeria and in Dakar. I'm not talking about our attitude. I'm talking about your attitude and
people around you towards the regime in Saigon at that time as this news came out.

HAMILTON: Personally we were naturally pro-British and Free French. The local government
people, of course, could only present one front but not always with much enthusiasm. It was pro-
Vichy, and Petain still had the respect of a good many people, even though it turned out he
couldn't do much. On the other hand, there was also quite an anti-British feeling. Many felt that
the British had let them down. Then there were plenty of the French looking to the U.S., and
many were friendly towards it. Others just wanted to wait and see...they were completely taken
aback about what had happened, and didn't feel up to much of anything. They were worried
about the Japanese coming into the north. Initially they didn't think this would cause problems in
the south.

Q: How did that play out?
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HAMILTON: Well, the Japanese did come down. From behind the scenes, they had good control
of things up north by September 1940, and then gradually worked down to the south. They had
control there by August of '41, and began landing troops.

An AP correspondent, Relman Morin, tried to trail around the country to find out where all these
Japanese soldiers and equipment were going. You could see that they had largely taken over the
Saigon airport. This was the only place in the Saigon area where they constructed barracks and
kept troops and planes. They also built or improved airfields and barracks in other parts of
Cochinchina and Cambodia, took over other buildings and some homes by working through the
French, erected small radio stations, and strung telephone and telegraph lines widely.

In November, the Japanese began following us to see where we were going. You'd see them not
far behind when you moved about Saigon or out into the countryside.

Q: Was it still technically French government there?
HAMILTON: Oh, yes.
Q: Were the Japanese calling the shots?

HAMILTON: To a very large extent, yes. When they wanted something they got it. They asked
for it, and the French pretty much obliged. Various economic and other agreements were the
front for things the Japanese wanted. There was little else the French could do if they wanted to
maintain at least nominal control. No help was available from France.

The French were never heavily armed in Indochina. Some 40,000 native troops and workmen
had been sent to France after the outbreak of war in Europe, and by the time the Japanese moved
into southern Indochina their forces exceeded the French.

Q: What was the general feeling? Why were the Japanese there? Why were they putting troops
in?

HAMILTON: Well, that was the question. There was some speculation that they had in mind
Malaya, now Malaysia, but nobody knew and that really didn't seem likely. Although things
were pointing in that direction, people couldn't believe it. In fact, however, that was what it
proved to be all about.

Q: Did we have military attachés down there?

HAMILTON: No. The nearest military attaché was in Bangkok. He came over once, I don't
remember just when, for a few days, probably shortly after the fall of France.

Q: This would be June of 1940.

HAMILTON: I think it was soon after. All I remember is that he came for a brief visit. He may
have gone on to Hanoi, I'm not sure about that either.
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Q: This is before Japan went to war with us, any problems with our operation, outside of being
followed a little?

HAMILTON: On the whole, no. On Sunday evening, November 23, 1941, however, the
Japanese gendarmerie, which was a military police organization, put a bomb against the door of
the consulate (which was in an office/apartment building) and blew the consulate apart.

I had an apartment across a little park, about a block away, so I heard the noise. Our American
clerk, who lived a floor or two above was badly scared and shaken up. I went over and saw the
office was essentially demolished. A lot of smoke and dust were pouring out the door.

In the morning we got in touch with the French who knew all about it by that time. We were able
to get some space in the Bank of Indochina on its top floor. We operated there from November
24th to December 8th, when the Japanese took us into custody and stopped all our operations.

Q: Were the Japanese seen to do this? [ mean was this blatant, or was this supposedly done by
Vietnamese terrorists? How did this bomb...

HAMILTON: I know of no witnesses. The French looked into it and told Sidney Browne, the
consul, what we all thought, that it was the Japanese gendarmerie who had done it. I don't know
how firm the evidence was. We never had any evidence, I don't believe, of any animus among
the natives toward us. We thought it quite unlikely that any of them who were operating against
the French would have done it. Why the Japanese would have, is hard to say too. It might have
tipped their hand. I do not recall that the Department responded to our reports, but it must have
even though it would have been very busy.

Q: Yes, by the time it was absorbed the balloon had gone up. In that part of the world it was
December 8th when the Pearl Harbor attack came. What happened with you all?

HAMILTON: I guess it was about 2:30 in the morning in Saigon that low flying planes
awakened me, and soon a Japanese squad (a lieutenant, an interpreter, and several men with
fixed bayonets) pounded on my apartment door, and said, "Open up." When I opened up they
handed me a mimeographed statement from the Headquarters of the Nippon Army that said we
were at war and that I had to stay there until further word.

They did the same with Sidney Browne and the British, although they missed one of the British
vice consuls. We were all kept in our quarters until arrangements were made.

The British owned a large residence for their Consul General. The U.S. didn't own any property,
and I don't know just how it was arranged that we would all be put into the British residence. But
after three or four days later we were moved over there, with our servants and a radio. The AP
correspondent, Relman Morin, was also brought in, as well as the head of the British and
American Tobacco Company office.

Q: What did you do? What were you up to?
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HAMILTON: We weren't up to anything. The British Consul General and Sidney Browne
negotiated a little bit with the Japanese who said they would put a couple of guards in the front
of the house, and they would not go into the rest of the house at all. So our guards sat there in a
small room and we organized ways of passing the time; some reading, some writing, listening to
the news which wasn't very encouraging, and often bridge in the evening (which is how I learned
to play the game).

Q: The first six months particularly.

HAMILTON: One bad military situation after another. But the servants were allowed to go out
marketing every day, so we had a good food supply. They could also do the laundry regularly.
There were shortages, of course, which affected everyone.

The residence had a fairly large grounds so we could get out and exercise every day. We made a
deck tennis court and a miniature golf course.

It was somewhat monotonous, but not too bad a life. You had no responsibilities, nothing you
had to do. The AP man, of course, was accustomed to being on the go all the time; so found it
very restricting. The rest of us didn't find it quite so bad in that respect. We got along all right
together for the most part.

Q: How big was the Consulate General, or was it a Consulate?

HAMILTON: For the British it was a Consulate General.

Q: For us it was a Consulate. How big was the American staff?

HAMILTON: Americans, just the two of us (officers) and an American clerk.

Q: So the two of you and the American clerk was a woman. She was also interned too?

HAMILTON: No, she wasn't. She had to check into the police once a week, but stayed in her
apartment. I don't know that it was particularly agreeable, especially going out. People couldn't
be too friendly with her. But anyhow, she was on her own. The whole staff of the Consulate was
still very small. We had a French clerk, a lady, who kept the accounts, and acted as an
administrative officer; an Indian clerk who helped handle the mail room, helped gather data for
some reports, and a few other things; a janitor/messenger. That was it.

Q: How did this play out? You could hear the news, they didn't take your radio away.

HAMILTON: No, we always had a radio. In fact we had a couple. Well, the Swiss consul was
finally put in charge of American interests and became the contact between the Department, the
Japanese, and ourselves. I don't know just when that occurred, but it was a while before he was
able to get over to see us. Even then what he could say was restricted since the Japanese listened
in. He was the outside contact and if we needed money or anything else, we had to get it through
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him. He could arrange for us to go to a dentist, or a doctor if necessary, accompanied by a guard,
which we had to do a few times. All the information regarding the exchange arrangement that
came along ultimately, came through him.

Q: But how did it play out? I mean, how did they get you out? How did you leave?

HAMILTON: Well, the Japanese finally started two exchange ships, the Asama Maru in
Yokohama and the Conte Verde in Shanghai. Passengers were mainly diplomatic personnel, but
also many missionaries and some newspaper correspondents. The Asama Maru stopped at Hong
Kong before reaching Saigon on July 3rd when we were put aboard. On July 4th we went back
down the Saigon River to Cap St. Jacques where those who had been brought over from the
Bangkok Legation also boarded. We then went on to Singapore to meet the Conte Verde with its
passengers.

Q: This would be 1942.

HAMILTON: Yes. We couldn't go ashore and didn't dock in Singapore, but anchored out in the
harbor for a day or two, on one of which the Japanese gave a military air display. From
Singapore the ship was all lit up and marked. We were routed south through the Sunda Straits,
and across the Indian Ocean into Lourenco Marques in Portuguese East Africa, or Mozambique,
on July 23rd. We were saluted by sirens, streams of water and cheers from the many ships in the
harbor.

The Japanese diplomats from the U.S. had arrived on the Gripsholm the day before and the
exchange was made the following day. They left fairly promptly but it was about a week before
the Gripsholm was ready to start back. Then it was still a long way around Cape Horn, over to
Rio, and then up to New York, staying out of regular shipping lanes as much as possible. We
finally sailed into New York harbor past the Statue of Liberty on August 25th.

Q: What did they do with you? Here you were obviously waiting for another assignment, but we
were well into the war by this time. What happened?

HAMILTON: Well, when I got back here I resigned from the Department and found that
although I was hardly an expert on Indochina, most people in Washington were less so. So I
started spending half my week on Indochina with what was first the Board of Economic Warfare
and then the Foreign Economic Administration, and the other half working also on Indochina in
the Pentagon with G-2. Sometime in '44, I went back to the Department as desk officer for the
Dominions except Canada in the Division of British Commonwealth Affairs. Soon after the UN
conference in San Francisco in 1945 I became an assistant to the Under Secretary of State for
Economic Affairs and later moved on to President Truman's Point-4 Program.

Q: I think with people who were fired when Stassen came in, the term was they were Stassenated.
This interview covers the time particularly I wanted to pick up about Saigon which I found very,
very interesting. I served in Saigon much later in '69-'70, and it was quite a different ball game.
This was to give you an idea. I was Consul General in Saigon and I ranked just in the upper half
of the diplomatic list. I don't think I talked to the ambassador more than once or twice. It was a
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huge embassy.

HAMILTON: The only other thing I mentioned in that letter I wrote you was fighting between
Thailand and Indochina.

As indicated earlier today, the Japanese had established their control of Tonkin by September
1940. In November, military skirmishing broke out between Thai and French frontier forces on
the Cambodian border, soon reaching the scale of undeclared war. The apparent immediate
source of the situation was a Thai demand, which the French refused, for an adjustment of the
frontier, particularly with regard to some islands in the Mekong River. Many people saw a
connection between this development and the arrival of the Japanese in Indochina.

Any remaining French reserves were called up and put on the fighting line. At least in southern
Indochina, the principal cities were blacked out at night and there was some air activity.
Civilians were evacuated from some border towns and the inhabitants of the picturesque
Burmese precious stone mining village of Pailin, just within Cambodia, abandoned their homes
to return to Burma. It was still deserted when I visited the area in March 1941.

After about two months of relatively heavy military activity between the French and Thai forces
in which the Thais were gaining, the Japanese Government offered to mediate. They called a
conference aboard a Japanese cruiser at Saigon where an armistice was signed on January 28,
1941.

Under the final peace agreement signed in Tokyo on March 11, 1941 the French ceded to
Thailand about one-tenth of the total area of Indochina. This was mostly in Cambodia, and
included its richest province of Battambang but excluded the ancient Angkor ruins. I believe
Thailand had to give up this territory at the end of World War II.

It was in the midst of the hostilities with Thailand that the internal native disturbances that I
mentioned earlier occurred in parts of Cochinchina and to some extent in Tonkin. Their rather
severe suppression and sending some of those rounded up to the Poulo Condore penal colony
undoubtedly had a correspondingly unfortunate attitude and temper of many Vietnamese.

Q: 1 think you're adding some interesting areas that aren't covered; the Thais fighting essentially
the French to take over part of Indochina, and also what happened to our Consulate in Saigon.
Just to be clear, up in Hanoi, we had a Consulate General up there.

HAMILTON: Well, all we had was the political officer, Charles S. Reed, who was sent down
from Shanghai, plus an American clerk, Iris Johnston. I don't think the British had anybody up
there. The Japanese moved Mr. Reed around a good deal under harsher conditions than ours in
Saigon. Then on June 18 he was brought to join us.

Mr. Reed had not really operated an office for the public. He was there to report and have direct
contact with Admiral Decoux's office. This caused some problems for Miss Johnston. She was at
liberty until January 29, 1942, but then the Japanese held her in solitary custody for two months
during which she was severely questioned in an apparent effort to learn about Mr. Reed's sources
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of information. She was then allowed to go to the mountain resort of Da Lat in Annam because
of her health, and was brought to join the rest of us in Saigon a few days before the Asama
Maru's departure.

1. Outbreak of the War:

The Department has been informed of developments through December 6, 1941. On the morning
of December 7 the Japanese military authorities completely closed off the Saigon airport which
had hitherto been partially accessible to the public. By the same afternoon very few Japanese
vessels were left in port. Between 2:00 a.m. and 3:00 a.m. December 8 a large formation of
Japanese planes flew over the city. Later that morning the inhabitants of the city awoke to find
notices posted in French, Chinese, and Annamite indicating that war had broken out between
Japan and the United States.

2. Treatment of Consular Officers:

All consular officers, with the exception of a British Vice Consul, were roused from their beds
and placed under custody by the Japanese military authorities about 3:00 a.m. December 8. In
Saigon they were presented a mimeographed sheet giving the reasons for this action and
outlining the conditions of the treatment to be expected. The American Consul had some slight
contact with two French policemen stationed before his residence, but was soon cautioned not to
speak to them. The American Vice Consul never saw any French official. The acting British
Consul General was able to deal through a French liaison officer for about a day. When one of
the British Vice Consuls reported to the acting Consul General at his residence about 9:00 a.m.
December 8, he was taken into custody.

American consular officers were taken to the temporary quarters of the Consulate for a few
minutes on the morning of December 8 while the office was given a preliminary search, their
living quarters having been previously searched.

The two American consular officers in Saigon were held in their respective residences until
December 11 when they were removed to the British consular residence. Here they remained
quite comfortably until July 3, 1942 when they boarded the M.S. ASAMA MARU.

The American Consul in Hanoi was held for a time alone in a room of a building not far from the
Hotel Metropole where he had resided. Later he was moved to a house furnished for him by the
French Government General but where he was still under Japanese guard. Still later he was
removed to the premises of the Standard Vacuum Oil Company in Haiphong; from there to a
Japanese military camp on the outskirts of Haiphong; and from there to a private house in
Haiphong. He received much harsher treatment than the officers in Saigon. Much of the time he
was alone; the rest of the time the British Reuters correspondent was with him. On June 18, 1942
he was also transferred to the British consular residence in Saigon.

The British consular officer in Haiphong was at first confined with his family above the Hong

Kong Shanghai Bank, but was soon removed to a small private house where he has remained
with other British subjects in Haiphong. The men have been obliged to remain within the
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premises, but the women have been free to go into the city during the day. The French wife of
one of the men actually boards with her family.

3. Treatment of American Consular Personnel Other Than Officers.

In Saigon American clerk Miss Carolyn C. Jacobs was not molested. She lived normally in her
apartment and reported once weekly to the French police.

In Hanoi American Clerk Miss Iris Johnston was at liberty until January 29. She was then held in
solitary custody for about two months when she was allowed to proceed to the hill station of Da
Lat in southern Annam for reasons of health. She was subjected to severe questioning apparently
with the primary object of obtaining information regarding the sources of information used by
Consul Charles S. Reed II.

Other employees of the Consulate in Saigon have not been hampered in their movements. French
Clerk Mme. Petra has been re-employed by the Swiss Consul, but other employees are finding it

difficult to obtain new positions.

4. Treatment of Other American and British Nationals:

With the following exceptions American and British nationals in Southern Indochina have been
at liberty and obliged merely to report to the French police once weekly. They have had to
abandon commercial activity but have been able to carry on missionary work.

The exceptions are: (1) The American correspondent of the Associated Press was taken into
custody on December 12 and brought to the British consular residence on December 13 to
remain until July 3: (2) The British manager of the French Manufactures Indochinoises des
Cigarettes, an employee of the British and American Tobacco Company, was held with the
American Consul from the first; (3) All officers of the British banks in Saigon were held from
December 8 to December 31; (4) The Canadian representative of the Singer Sewing Machine
Company was held in jail under harsh treatment for 59 days from January 29; (5) A British
accountant of the Standard Vacuum Oil Company was similarly held for about 68 days; (6) A
British employee of the firm until recently known as Dreyfus and Cie. was similarly held; (7) A
Filipino no longer entitled to the protection of the United States while abroad was held for a
month and then turned over to the French on a charge of illegal possession of firearms. The
object of the treatment given the three British subjects, as well as one Dutch subject not
mentioned above, was to obtain information regarding the affairs of their firms and to break their
spirit so that they would consent to work for the Japanese as one or two are now reported to be
doing.

In northern Indochina the treatment given American and British nationals differed only in the
fact that men have not been at liberty at all while women have been able to go shopping, et cetera
during the day. A naturalized Philippine citizen of Swiss-American origin by the name of
Corvissiano was picked up by the Japanese on January 29 and apparently held in much the same
manner as those taken into custody in southern Indochina at that time. The British Reuters
correspondent has been held from the first, part of the time alone, part of the time with the
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American Consul, and latterly with the other British in Haiphong.

5. Treatment of Chinese:

The Chinese Consul at Saigon, who had remained closely sheltered in a villa at the hill station of
Da Lat for some time prior to the outbreak of war, is reported so far to have eluded the Japanese
together with his subordinate officers. However, it is not positively known whether he managed
to escape the country and, accordingly, the Japanese are holding three of the local clerks in jail
until they give information regarding the consul's whereabouts. The treatment given these men is
so severe that it is not believed they can long survive.

Other Chinese in Cholon (Saigon) are also harshly treated. They are picked up indiscriminately,
imprisoned, and tortured until they consent to report weekly on anti-Japanese activities.

6. Treatment of Consular Establishments:

The American Consul in Saigon refused to open the consular safes, but on December 12 or 13
the Japanese Gendarmerie delivered to the consular officers their personal belongings which had
been in the safes. Evidently the safes were forced open and the Japanese obtained the Brown and
Grey codes, readings and copies of all telegrams, blank passports, and all confidential matter.

The Japanese always pretended to know nothing of any other regular office of the Consulate.
Accordingly, the only other archives which they seem to have obtained were the current files. All
other archives and most of the furniture were still in the office damaged by the bomb explosion
on November 23. The Consulate's French clerk, Mme. Paulette Petra, managed to remove these
to her home in the first day or two following the outbreak of war and is believed still to have
them in her possession.

The Japanese also obtained consular files in Hanoi. The safe has been returned to the Swiss
consular agent in Haiphong, but is believed to have been previously opened.

The British Consulate General in Saigon was taken over by the Japanese naval rather than
military authorities. British officers have never been taken back to the office and do not know
what action has been taken with regard to it. Since the British Vice Consul in Haiphong is an
employee of the Chartered Bank, it is presumed that any documents he had were taken over with
those of the bank.

7. Political and Military Developments:

A further Franco-Japanese agreement was signed on December 9, 1941, but its contents are not
known. Somewhat later the Vichy Government appointed Governor General Jean Decoux as
High Commissioner for all French possessions in the Pacific.

It is reliably reported that the French cruiser Lamotte Picquet has remained continually in French
waters. The sloop Amiral Charner has probably so remained. Nothing is known regarding the
movements of the single French submarine which was in Indochina and under repair on
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December 8 except that it has been repaired and was in Saigon on July 3.

It is reliably reported that much of the Japanese air offensive against the Allies in the early weeks
of the Pacific war was directed from Indochina. The planes which bombed Manila are
understood to have left from Nha Trang just north of Camranh Bay in Annam and those which
bombed Singapore from Baclieu and Soctrang just south of the mouth of the Mekong in
Cochinchina. In the early days of the war damaged planes were frequently seen to return to these
points, often to crash before landing.

Most of the active planes have now left the Saigon area for unknown destinations, but there is
every reason to believe that Saigon itself is being used as a repair base not only for planes but
also for trucks and other mechanized equipment. It is definitely known, for instance, that the
foundry belonging to the French firm of Faci (Forges, Ateliers, Chartiers Indochinois) and
located about 300 yards up the Arroyo Chinois from the Saigon River is straightening propeller
blades for the Japanese.

The Japanese have completed the 60 kilometers of railway between Mongkol Borey in the
province of Battambang, formerly in Cambodia, and the Thai city of Muong Aran Pradhet thus
linking Phnom Penh with Singapore by rail. They are now reported to be bringing their supplies
and troops down the Chinese coast by vessel and through the channel between Hainan Island and
the mainland to Haiphong. From Haiphong transportation is by rail to Saigon, by truck from
Saigon to Phnom Penh, and by rail from Phnom Penh to points beyond in Thailand or Malaya.
Thus the hazardous voyage down the Indochinese coast and across the Gulf of Siam is avoided.

It is probably because of this increased traffic that express shipments have been suspended on the
Saigon-Hanoi-Haiphong railroad. The extra wear on equipment which cannot be replaced is also

probably responsible for the increased number of wrecks which are occurring on the Indochinese
railways.

It was reported on July 3 that the Japanese plan to move most of their troops from Indochina to
other fronts, leaving only a police force of about 6,000 men. This would ameliorate conditions
for the French considerably, but would not necessarily affect the transit of supplies through
Indochina. Accordingly, the railway, which is extremely vulnerable at several points, particularly
where it runs with the highway, would remain a worthwhile bombing objective. (1)

A Canadian artillery unit of about 1,000 men from Singapore, as well as Australian and Indian
troops, has been in Saigon for some time as prisoners of war. The men are employed on the
docks, in general throughout the port area, and at the airport. Their quarters except those of the
Indians are in the port area about 200 yards from the river. Six have died; two have tried to
escape -- with what results is not known. Their food is believed to be poor. A considerable group
outside is working secretly to ameliorate their conditions. In this the Annamites took the
initiative under the leadership of Dr. and Mrs. Tranh van Doc, 16 Boulevard de la Somme,
Saigon, but there are also French working through several men in the Surete and Mme. Gaillard,
the Vogue Dress Shop, Rue Catinat, Saigon. The Indians are quartered at Nhabe on the Soirap
River 15 kilometers south of Saigon.
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Practically all French merchant shipping has been taken over by the Japanese and now flies the
Japanese flag. Most of the vessels have left Saigon and some are reported to have been damaged
already. Efforts are being made by the Government General to locate the 850 men from their
crews in shore positions in Indochina.

Allied submarines appear to be effective off the Indochinese coast, for the French now consider
Saigon a dangerous port from which to sail.

The Allied bombings of the Hanoi airport are reported to have done considerable damage in spite
of the ofthand manner in which they were treated by the French press. At least one American
pilot by the name of Bishop from California is now interned at Saigon.

Japanese participation in the administrative affairs of Indochina has increased since the
beginning of the war. They censor the postal and telegraph services, using a French stamp, and
listen to telephone conversations. On one occasion they even arrested the Director of Posts and
Telegraphs and held him a few hours because one of his subordinates had interfered with one of
their own telegraph lines. Later the director was replaced.

The Japanese seem particularly anxious to take over the administration of justice. To prevent
their having any excuse for doing so the French are becoming increasingly severe in law
enforcement, generally convicting and inflicting heavy penalties, particularly on Europeans.

There is good reason to believe that the Japanese are compiling evidence for a "White Book" or
some such document to be issued in justification of their action when they are ready openly to
take over the administration of Indochina. The basis of this book is apparently to be an exposure
of French morals; for, in the questioning to which they have subjected many persons this has
been one of the principal points on which they have endeavored to obtain statements.

It also appears that the Japanese may be trying to gain influence with certain sections of the
population by selling them drugs in much the same manner they adopted in North China. The
French opium monopoly is short of opium and the Japanese have brought some heroin and
cocaine into the country. The French are reported to have increased the area devoted to poppy
cultivation in Laos, but the crop is not yet ready. In this connection it is also reliably reported
that opium smoking has increased greatly in Hanoi since the outbreak of war, particularly among
the women who have lost hope of returning to France.

&. Economic Developments

Economic conditions in French Indochina have steadily deteriorated since December 8, 1941.
Business activity is negligible. Supplies of all imported products are extremely low or have
already been exhausted. What remains is generally strictly rationed. Wheat flour was exhausted
within a few weeks after the outbreak of war; butter and margarine can no longer be purchased
except occasionally on the black market; potatoes are a rarity; medical supplies are very low;
wines are exhausted and liquors practically so; chemicals for the manufacture of matches are
deficient; lubricating oils have to be cleaned and re-cleaned because fresh oil is lacking; iron and
steel for construction purposes can scarcely be had; and machinery is not obtainable. Even
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supplies of some domestic products such as fruit, charcoal, fish, and vegetables are inadequate,
primarily because they are bought up by the Japanese. Milk supplies are exceedingly low. What
canned milk remains is reserved solely for infants and the sick. All fresh milk in the Saigon area
is now being pasteurized for the same purposes, but it is doubtful whether it will be adequate for
the need.

Although the Government General endeavors to prevent profiteering and to control prices, it
does not try to maintain prices at any given point. Accordingly, both prices and the cost of living
have greatly increased since December 8, 1941.

The Government General has also intensified its efforts, begun some time ago, to encourage the
development of substitutes for deficient commodities. Thus, a relatively satisfactory flour is now
made from a mixture of 70 percent rice and 30 percent maize flour. The production of oil from
peanuts, castor beans, coconuts, fish, and millions of rats caught in the rice fields has greatly
increased and is used for illumination, other household purposes, and industrial fuel. Soya bean
milk, certain toilet articles such as powder, and food side-lines such as jams and jellies and some
alcoholic beverages are also being produced. The production of industrial alcohol, principally
from rice, for motor fuel has been further increased, but it is now being mixed with 10 percent
water according to the Swiss Consul in Saigon. This has probably become necessary because the
Japanese are known to be using alcohol and charcoal in some of their trucks.

The Government General has also established an agricultural credit society organized on a
sectional basis to foster the production of various crops in different regions throughout the
country, to lend money for this purpose, and to purchase the resulting output.

Even fewer supplies than before the war are arriving from Japan, although the higher prices keep
goods in the stores longer. Some shipments reported to have left Japan have never arrived, and
one cargo of milk is said definitely to have been sunk.

The 1941-1942 rice crop is reported to have been good and the maize crop poor. Further details
are not available, but a good rice crop is one which would provide about 1.5 million tons for
export after domestic consumption had been provided for in all the territory formerly belonging
to Indochina. Without the Cambodian province of Battambang ceded to Thailand in 1941 a good
exportable surplus would be about 150,000 tons less. All rice exports are going to Japan, or
Japanese occupied areas. It seems probable that much of it goes by rail to Haiphong and only
from there by the empty vessels which have brought military supplies.

It is understood that most of the rubber is being stored for the time being.

The financial position of the Government General of Indochina probably deteriorated further
during the first seven months of the war, but may not be as bad as might at first be supposed. On
the one hand charges incurred on behalf of the Japanese army continued; revenue from import
and export duties was low and, as from July 1, the Government General assumed the payment to
landlords of the rent due on premises which had been requisitioned and which continue to be
requisitioned for the Japanese and on which the Japanese seldom pay more than a month's rent.
On the other hand large sums of money normally sent to France, particularly by business firms,
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have remained in Indochina; payments due abroad for imports are negligible; and taxes have
been increased either through raising the rates, lowering the exemptions, or both.

9. Axis Propaganda:

Two types of propaganda are being conducted in Indochina; the Japanese in favor of themselves
and co-property for all Asiatics in a greater Asia, and the French in behalf of French
administration in general and the Vichy government in particular.

The Japanese propaganda consists principally in showing Japanese motion pictures, news reels
of the war, and educational films; staging exhibitions of Japanese art, particularly painting;
bringing dramatic and other artists from Japan; distributing pamphlets and other literature; and
publishing a large illustrated weekly newspaper. The Japanese also allow nothing derogatory of
themselves or especially favorable to the Allies to appear in the French or vernacular press or to
go over the radio. The French press, in fact, features Domei despatches and for the most part
prints its selected Allied despatches in the final page. It is doubtful whether this Japanese
propaganda is effective.

French propaganda features motion picture films and the publication in various forms of material
on the achievements of France in Indochina. A fair which served this purpose was held in Hanoi
in December 1941 and another is to be held in Saigon in December of this year. Every effort is
being made to make the natives believe that the French still control the country, while social and
other functions are staged to convince the natives of the French interest in them and of the
cordial relations which have existed between the two peoples.

French propaganda is directed both towards the natives and toward the French and, in
accordance with the Nazi-Vichy stress on youth, special emphasis is being laid on youth
organizations and the value of sports for both the French and native young people. Numerous
youth demonstrations and sporting spectacles have been staged. Summer camps are being
developed, a youth code has been drawn up, uniforms designed, and the responsibilities of youth
stressed. The immediate response to this type of propaganda is strong, particularly among the
natives who love spectacles, but how effective it will actually prove to be cannot yet be told.

Pictures, posters, quotations from, and laudatory statements regarding Marshal Petain are to be
found everywhere. The French Legion, composed principally of small business men, clerks,
mechanics, and low salaried government employees, is striving ever harder to set itself up as the
leader of French life and chief interpreter of the Vichy code. The press and radio are extremely
critical of the democracies and frequently violently anti-Ally, yet they seldom are positively pro-
Axis.

It is doubtful whether French propaganda has been very effective except in its anti-British
aspects, which have featured it since June 1940, and in the immediate response to its youth
program.

10. Attitude of the French and Annamites:
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So far as is known the Government General never made any attempt, at least in southern
Indochina, to assist or communicate with American consular officers after the outbreak of war,
although on March 23 the Japanese Consul called because, he said, the Governor General wished
information regarding the welfare of consular officers and the conditions of their internment.

There were always two policemen, usually Annamite, stationed opposite the house in which the
consular officers were interned, but their object appeared to be more to note those who made
friendly signs to the internees or attempted to communicate with them than to guard them in any
way. On one occasion in particular the Consulate's French clerk, Mme. Petra, came to the fence,
and the next day, when she was out, the French police questioned her two young daughters in an
effort to ascertain why she had called.

In this connection there is now reported to be an extensive Gestapo organization in Indochina
particularly designed to detect those who express pro-Allied sentiments. Persons have on
occasion been reported by their servants, and even in small private gatherings people are
extremely careful in expressing opinions. In the early days of the war friends of British and
American citizens were generally careful not to show undue friendliness or interest in their fate
for fear of the possible consequences and, since that time, the French authorities have let it be
known that it was not advisable to be seen in the vicinity of the British consular residence.

Nevertheless, British and American consular officers never observed any signs of hostility
among the many persons who passed the house daily, nor on the several occasions when sporting
or other events brought considerable crowds before the house. A competent observer who had
had an opportunity to question many people since the outbreak of war has reached the conclusion
that the French in Indochina may be divided into four groups: (1) 20 percent who are totally pro-
Ally, (2) 20 percent who are pro-American but anti-British, (3) 20 percent who are totally
indifferent as long as their own immediate welfare is not in question, and (4) 40 percent who are
pro-Petain and the majority of whom are wholly pro-Axis. The pro-Ally group is predominantly
commercial and the pro-Axis group predominantly governmental.

The majority of the native population is undoubtedly indifferent to the political aspects of the
present struggle. Nevertheless, there is an appreciable group of upper class Annamites,
particularly those who had relatives working for British or American interests -- some of whom
have been interned by the Japanese because of "disloyalty" -- which is strongly anti-Japanese.
There is also a lower class group which is anti-Japanese because the Japanese have made it
difficult for them to obtain their normal articles of food and because the Japanese treat hired
labor harshly and pay poorly.

kg

(1) In this connection the following data is given regarding the most vulnerable points on the
railway and highway between Haiphong and Saigon, proceeding from Haiphong to Hanoi and
south to Saigon: leaving Haiphong there is one railway bridge and one small highway bridge.
About 15 kilometers east of Haiphong, there is an important combined railway and highway
bridge. Entering Hanoi there is an important railway and highway bridge which is 1.7 kilometers
long. South of Hanoi there is a small but important railway and highway bridge 6 kilometers
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north of Thanh-Hoa. Immediately south of Vinh (at Benthuy) there is a large railway bridge
where road traffic uses a ferry. A few kilometers south of Dong Hoi there is a railway bridge
where road traffic again uses a ferry. Just north of Quang Tri there is an important railway and
highway bridge. At Hue there is a railway bridge slightly west of the city and a highway bridge
in it. At the Col des Nuages about 65 kilometers south of Hue the railway and highway run
together along the cliffs, the railway under the highway in about three tunnels. At Quang Ngai
there is one railway and one highway bridge. At Cap Varella the railway and highway run along
the cliffs, the railway below the highway in the Baxbonneau tunnel. This is perhaps the most
vulnerable spot in the whole line, since repair would probably be the most troublesome. It was
the last section of the railway to be built and caused the French the greatest difficulty. One and a
half kilometers south of Tyhoa and 128.5 kilometers north of Nha Trang a steel railway bridge
runs close beside a concrete highway bridge. Each has long spans and both would be vulnerable
to a single powerful bomb. Between Bien Hoa and Saigon about 5 kilometers south of Bien Hoa
are two important combined railway and highway bridges about half a mile apart.

On the highway between Saigon and Phnom Penh there is one concrete bridge about 120 meters
long about 85 kilometers west of Saigon and another similar bridge about five kilometers east of
Phnom Penh.

Other possible bombing objectives outside of Haiphong, Hanoi, and Saigon are: a distillery 10
kilometers south of Hanoi on the Mandarin Road to Nam Dinh; a distillery near the railway and
highway bridge at Than Hoa, and the railroad yards at Vinh which is more important than Saigon
as a repair center.

ALBERT STOFFEL
Vice Consul
Saigon (1946-1948)

Albert Stoffel was raised in Rochester, New York. He graduated from the
University of Rochester in 1938 with a degree in economics. In 1941, he entered
the Royal Air Force Civilian Technical Corps in England. After several months
there, he decided to return to the U.S. and join the Air Force as an aviation cadet.
While in the service, he decided to take the Foreign Service Exam. He has also

served in Canada, Germany, and France. He was interviewed by Thomas
Dunnigan on May 9, 1994.

Q: Very interesting, because I don't think there are many of our colleagues who had the
experience you did, with the RAF, before the war.

Now your first assignment in the Foreign Service was to Saigon, in French Indochina. A city
which has become famous since that time. Can you describe what Saigon was like physically

when you arrived there in early 1947.

STOFFEL: As you perhaps know, Saigon had been known as the Paris of the East, before World

36



War II. It still had elements of that atmosphere after World War II. The living was good, the
social life was active, the French were in reasonable control. It was fairly typical, I think, of
certain Foreign Service posts at that time.

I was the second Foreign Service Officer to arrive in Saigon after World War II. My chief was
Charles S. Reed, an old-time Foreign Service Officer, in every sense of the word. He did the
political work and I did the economic work. That sort of set my career throughout the Foreign
Service. I was either on the economic side or, eventually, involved in aviation diplomacy.

Q: Was Saigon at that time a Consulate General? Or was that under Embassy Paris in any way?

STOFFEL: We were a Consulate General of a French colony. However, I don't recall that we
had any direct connection with our Paris embassy. We did get guidance from the office of
Southeast Asian Affairs in State.

Q: At that time, was there not a consulate in Hanoi?
STOFFEL: Yes.
Q: Did you have links with them?

STOFFEL: To a degree, yes. But because of the poor connections between the two places, we
didn't travel there. There were occasional courier runs.

Q: Were the French suspicious of our motives at that time in Indochina?

STOFFEL: They were. For example, later, when I'd been transferred to Paris in 1955 1
discovered that two Americans, myself and Laurie Gordon, an oil company director in Saigon,
who had earlier served with the OSS in Southern China and Northern Vietnam, had been named
in, I believe it was, the National Assembly as spies. The suspicious work that I was doing,
according to this allegation, was preparing World Trade Directory Reports for the Department of
Commerce.

Q: Very suspicious work I would say.

Did we have any line to the Viet Minh at the time?

STOFFEL: One month after I arrived Mr. Reed went on leave and left me in-charge. At that
point, within the first or second day that I was in-charge, a representative, who purported to be
from Ho Chi Minh, came to the consulate to talk about Ho Chi Minh's political intentions.
Cooperation with the French, of course, had already broken down on December 19, 1946. Next
he would go to the Americans. Finally, only reluctantly, according to this story, would he go to

the Soviets for support.

Q: Was there any confidence among the people, in the Consulate General, that the French could
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suppress the revolt?

STOFFEL: At that point yes. Security was fairly good in Saigon. Beyond the city proper there
was a lot of unrest. We lived on the edge of the city. Every night my wife and I would play cards
with a loaded 38 caliber pistol lying between us, because there was no protection from hand
grenades or shots through the barred windows. When bullets would start coming through the
garden, we would then raise a large American flag on the front porch. However, we never had to
use our gun and we got fairly used to the sporadic shooting.

On one occasion coming home from dinner, as we turned a corner in my convertible Peugeot
with the top down, something hit the car right under my left elbow. It turned out to be a poor
quality hand grenade that didn't explode, fortunately, until it hit the ground and only put two
small holes in the car. I just took off, not waiting to see what might follow.

Q: I can understand. Do you have any unusual experiences in your line of work there?

STOFFEL: Yes. Shortly after my arrival, we got a report that an American airplane had been
found in Saigon harbor, in connection of the clearing of wrecks from that harbor. I was
designated by the Consul General to go out in a small native canoe with a native diver and see
what he would bring up.

He started out by bringing up 2 skulls, other bones and eventually 2 dogtags and a silk map of
the area (which our military fliers carried at that time) to aid escape. We also recovered some
other items from the cockpit of what turned out to be a U.S. navy TBM, a dive bomber, that
apparently had been shot down about 2 years earlier before while strafing ships in the harbor.

At that time the consulate didn't have any funds for this purpose, so I had to pay for the diver and
for the removal of the airplane. Sometime later, a U.S. Navy grave registration team arrived.
They laid out the bones on the floor of my office and showed me that I, in effect, had 3
skeletons. They also reimbursed me for these funds. Letters from two of the families thanked me
for personal items and especially for the fact that the relatives now knew that their loved ones
had, at least, not suffered capture or a lingering death.

OSCAR VANCE ARMSTRONG
Chinese Language Officer
Saigon (1950)

Oscar Vance Armstrong was born in China of American parents. He entered the
Foreign Service in 1946 and initially served in China. He had a short tour in
Vietnam in 1950. A Chinese language specialist, his career was mainly in Asia.
He was interviewed in 1991 by Willis Armstrong.

ARMSTRONG: I came back on home leave and then had a temporary assignment to Saigon.
They wanted a Chinese language officer and the person who was assigned there wasn't going to
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arrive for some months so I had about four months in Saigon. This was back, of course, during
the French involvement.

Q: Still French territory. This was a consulate.

ARMSTRONG: No. It became...I am not sure I am going to get my chronology right...we had an
ambassador there, Ambassador Heath.

Q: I guess that was about when Vietnam had been set up, about 1950.
ARMSTRONG: Yes, this was 1950. That is about right. So I had about four months there.
Q: What was your impression of Saigon in those days?

ARMSTRONG: In Saigon, itself, it was not like Saigon of the late '60s and early '70s during our
time there, because life went on fairly normally. There were limitations of travel. I did get up to
Hanoi, but I did it by air, not by road. This was still some years away from Dienbienphu.

Q: Dienbienphu was 1954. So this was before the French power had really been broken.

ARMSTRONG: Yes, that is right. The French presence was still very strong. I was there for a
sort of China watch. Watching the Chinese population, etc. There was also a large contingent of
Chinese Nationalist soldiers that had retreated there and been interned there. My main contact
with local officialdom was with the French civilian officer who was their man dealing with
Chinese affairs.

Q: Basically an intelligence operation.

ARMSTRONG: Not intelligence in the normal sense. It was one more of trying to figure out the
mood of the Chinese population and what their role was in Vietnam, etc. [ wasn't there long
enough to become very knowledgeable about the situation.

JOHN F. MELBY
City Unspecified, Vietnam (1950)

John F. Melby was born in lowa in 1913. He joined the Foreign Service in 1937
and served in Mexico, Venezuela, the Soviet Union, China, and Washington, DC.
A victim of McCarthyism, he left the Service in 1953. He was interviewed by
Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1989.

Q: linadvertently forgot to ask Mr. Melby some questions about an important phase in his later

times with the State Department. Mr. Melby, we didn't cover a trip you made to Vietnam. Could
you tell when and what were the circumstances?

39



MELBY: Well, the French had been asking for military assistance, as they always were. And the
government had been sort of stand-offish on the question of whether we should get involved.
This was 1949. And even before then, we had an OSS mission in there with Ho Chi Minh, which
was very close to him. And they were bringing out a lot of good information, as well as they
were actually helping Ho Chi Minh in the war against Japan.

But even so, as soon as the war was over, the anti-communist forces in Washington started
mustering strength. The whole bit with Ho Chi Minh came to nothing in the end. The mission
was withdrawn. And we sort of were taking a position of supporting Bao Dai as the emperor, but
not really getting involved. And General Marshall, the Secretary of State, didn't much want to be
involved either. However, there came the development as to whether we -- when we got formal
requests for aid for Indochina -- because it wasn't Vietnam then. There was a split in the
Department between the Bureau for Far Eastern Affairs and Bureau for European Affairs.
Europe, of course, wanted to give the French anything they wanted. And the Far East was
adamantly opposed to becoming involved at all. After all, we were still smarting from the whole
China debacle, where we knew we had a lot of lessons to learn. It was pretty uncertain whether
we had to learn, really, most of them. Any of them!

So we just simply were not prepared to become involved in Vietnam, to which was added the
fact that there was no Vietnamese experience in the Department. There was nobody who spoke
Vietnamese. In fact, in the United States there was nobody who knew any Vietnamese. Of
course, that would change over the years. But at this time, we literally didn't know what we
would be getting into. But this didn't seem to bother Europe. You didn't have to know anything
about Asia.

Q: When you say, "This didn't bother Europe," these were the people who were in the EUR
Bureau. In the Department of State.

MELBY: Yes. That's right. After all, if you knew France and French, that was enough. You
didn't have to bother knowing anything about Asia. After all, they were the lesser breed without
the pale, you know.

Well, the squabbling finally reached the Secretary, who took the matter to the President for a
decision. And as was usually the case in those days, FE lost. And Mr. Truman signed an
executive order saying that the United States was prepared to aid the French in their war against
the Viet Minh -- it wasn't the Viet Cong then; it was the Viet Minh -- and he instructed the
Department to put together a joint State-Defense military mission to go out there. Survey the
situation, make recommendations as to the specific kinds of military aid that the French wanted
and needed in that area.

In the end, I drew the assignment. I was pretty junior at this time. But, partly I got it, I guess,
because of my China experience. They thought that might be helpful in analyzing what was
going on in Vietnam. Partly it was that nobody who outranked me wanted to go at all, anyway.
So that I went out as the chief of mission and my deputy was a lieutenant general of Marines. He
was Bobby Erskine, which posed a few protocol problems in the beginning. Because the
pentagon took a very dim view of a Foreign Service officer of my rank. I was class 3 at this time.
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Q: Equivalent of a colonel.

MELBY:: After I came back from there, I was promoted to class 2. I went up very fast in the
Service, as a matter of fact.

We put together this mission. And I realized that -- when we started right out as we left from San
Diego -- that I was going to have to have it out with the general and reach some sort of
understanding. So we withdrew to our private compartment up front on the plane. We had our
own plane. And Bobby and I battled it out and reached an understanding, and from then on, there
was absolutely no problem. He and I became great friends and colleagues. Even in the troubled
times, Erskine came to my support when I was having security problems. So the mission, from
that standpoint, was a great success. It worked very well. When we arrived out there, it was
ostensibly a military mission to Southeast Asia, but the real point was Vietnam. Let's face it, the
whole thing was a cover. And we actually did go to every country in Southeast Asia, except
Burma, which wouldn't let us in.

And, the job on the working level, I had a staff of about 20 officers with me, plus a couple from
ECA and some people in the State Department. So it was a good big group. But at that level, they
worked with their French opposite numbers very well. And actually, in three weeks, we really
had everything that we needed to have in the way of information.

One of the things that we found we had to do was that the quality of intelligence that we were
getting out of the area was so poor that we simply had to do it all ourselves.

Q: But why was the quality poor?

MELBY:: Because the intelligence officers there -- Army, Navy, and so on -- all the attachés
were incompetent.

Q: It was sort of a backwater to which we sent backwater people?

MELBY: That's right. And just one example, it was in Bangkok. I was trying to locate one of the
dissident Kuomintang generals who had taken refuge in northern Thailand with a very sizable
number of Kuomintang army troops. So I asked the military attaché where this man was and he
said, "Well, he's up north now." I then, later on, asked the Marine Corps attaché -- who was also
the Naval attaché -- if he knew. And he said, "Oh, no, he's over here," someplace else. And I
asked a third attaché¢, and he gave me another answer. I said, "Well, that's fine. That's what I
wanted to know." Because I'd had lunch that same day with this particular general in Bangkok.
But they didn't even know that. This was the kind of intelligence that we were getting out of the
area.

And we then proceeded from Saigon, where we spent three weeks.

Q: Saigon? Rather than Hanoi?
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MELBY: The French headquarters were in Saigon. Everything was located in Saigon. The
governor general was there, the commanding general of the French forces. They were all based
in Saigon.

I went to Hanoi, which was a very charming, kind of French provincial sort of city.

From Saigon, we then stopped off in the Philippines, en route. But we went back to the
Philippines because we had a pretty active military program there. And then we went on to
Singapore, where the British were very anxious that we make a contribution to their guerrilla
warfare against the Chinese dissidents there in Malaysia.

The headquarters for the Malaysian Federation was in Singapore, when McDonald was the High
Commissioner for Southeast Asia. But Washington wasn't disposed to do anything for Malaysia,
because Malaysia was the biggest dollar-earner in the British commonwealth. Therefore, the
British presumably had the dollar exchange to buy their own equipment for Malaysia. But we
had a nice time in Singapore. And McDonald was a very cordial guy.

From there we went to Indonesia. And then back to Thailand. Thailand was a place where,
unfortunately, we stayed too long. We sort of wore out our welcome a little bit. Ed Stanton was
ambassador there, who disapproved of the mission, to begin with. We were just there too long.
Not only was the embassy fed up with having us around, but even the Thais were beginning to
get a little bored with us, too. We were there almost a month.

Q: What were you doing?

MELBY: It ended up, we were providing as much military hardware for the Thai Army and
Navy and Air Force as we were for Vietnam.

Q: You were looking at the Thai requirements and sending recommendations? And seeing
whether it made sense to continue it or not?

MELBY: Yes.
Q: How did the ambassador take this?
MELBY: He was opposed to it entirely.

Q: Was he opposed to our sending military equipment to Thailand? And your mission said yes, to
do it?

MELBY: Yes.
Q: Why was the difference? What was the issue?

MELBY: The Pentagon decided that we were going to equip the Thai forces.
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Q: Why didn't the ambassador want it? Usually ambassadors like to hand over things if they can.

MELBY: Ed Stanton was a China language officer. He had gone through the whole China bit,
and he thought it was a waste of money and time. There wasn't any point in arming one faction
in Thailand to fight another faction in another coup d'état, that we ought to keep our hands out of
Thai politics.

Q: So there was not a matter of looking upon building this up as a bulwark against communism,
as much as giving them weapons? You didn't feel that, without weapons, there was an immediate
threat that might take over?

MELBY: Not an immediate threat in Thailand, no. The Thai armed services were a pretty
competent bunch, incidentally. And the police, which had its own army, they were the most
impressive military forces we saw in Southeast Asia.

Q: So you didn't feel that there was an imminent danger in Thailand. Were you under pressure
from Washington to approve the sale of arms to Thailand, to keep a foot in the door? Was there
a reason why?

MELBY: It was contingency aid, really. In case things went sour in Vietnam. And as it worked
out over the years, there were big American bases in Thailand. About half of southern Thailand
was one huge American Air Force base. And an awful lot of secret operations, bombing raids,
were conducted out of Thailand.

Q: So contingency actually paid off-

MELBY: From that standpoint, yes, if you thought the war in Vietnam was worthwhile. Of
course, I didn't.

Q: Let's go to your report on Vietnam. What did you see?

MELBY: The working stiffs got along fine with their French counterparts. We had trouble at the
top, between me and Don Heath, who was the minister.

Q: He was my ambassador for a little while in Saudi Arabia, a long time ago.

MELBY: Well, Don was new to Southeast Asia, but I must say, he was trying to learn
Vietnamese, which nobody else in the embassy was doing. And the French high commissioner
and the commanding general of the French forces. And we just didn't see eye to eye on what was
going on. Because my whole reaction -- and it didn't take more than a couple of weeks -- was
that we were getting ourselves involved in something that we were totally without expertise to
handle. We didn't know what we would be getting into. We didn't have anybody who really
knew anything about Vietnam or what it was.

Q: You weren't saying, "This is a lost situation.” The main thing is, we just don't know, and let's
not go into something unless we know what it is.
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MELBY: It isn't a question, "We don't know," but that what we do know is, "We're going to
lose." Don Heath and I just disagreed because he'd been sort of taken into camp by the French. I
made my report; I cabled it back to Washington -- and you could still do this. I cleared it with
him, and he filed his dissent with it. And he cleared it with me. This was the kind of situation
that didn't last very long, you know, as we got into the McCarthy period. But officers still did
trust each other. And I just said, "We're getting ourselves into a totally untenable situation. It's all
very well to say that this is step one. We go this far and no farther. Because it doesn't work that
way. If step one doesn't work, then you've got to take step two. And it goes on and on. And once
you become committed, there's no backing out, and we're just headed for disaster."

Q: Did you have a feeling, looking back on this with some objectivity, Heath had been
ambassador before that in Bulgaria and had been kicked out of there. But anyway, he was a
European hand more than not. You came out of, particularly your China experience, where you
saw a very successful movement taking place. And I think all of us are traumatized by things that
we have seen. Do you think that maybe it was because you were coming from two different
perspectives of how things worked in the world? You saw that unless you had a very strong
government, for instance, you saw that the communists had something going for them in Asia.
And there wasn't much to stop them.

MELBY: The communists had something going for them because they had a nationalist appeal.
They were first nationalists and second communists.

Yes. [ was convinced that the French were going to lose, because they, too, never understood
Asia or Asians. And they were conducting a positional warfare against a guerrilla army and they
had no more chance of winning that than Chiang Kai-shek had at winning against the
communists. Because you're dealing with a situation in which conventional warfare just simply
doesn't work.

Don Heath, of course, I think he was just taken in by the French. Ed Gullion was there. He was
Counselor. Ed and I were classmates in the Service. Although Ed didn't say very much, I happen
to know from talks I had with him that he thought we were making a mistake in becoming
involved, too. Ed would later change his mind on a lot of things. But he hadn't done so yet.

My recommendation back to the Department was, "Please pass this on. Ask the President to
reconsider his decision to go ahead and help the French."

Q: How about General Erskine?

MELBY: Erskine was of two minds. Being a Marine Corps general, force was always the
answer. But on the other hand, Bobby was not without his insights. And he would say to me, "In
the end, this has to be a political solution here. Anything we do militarily is only a holding
operation. There has to be a political and economic solution to this whole question of Vietnam."

So Erskine was basically backing up my position.

Q: What happened when you made this report?
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MELBY: What happened was, I asked that the President read my report and reconsider. But you
have to remember the time and the context, because I never got an answer out of it. You've got to
remember that this was the summer of 1950. And Washington was just overwhelmed with the
Korean War.

Q: June 25, 1950 was the invasion of North Korea into South Korea. And of course, we were
thinking them in terms of stopping the communists wherever they were on the march.

MELBY: Yes, but nobody was thinking of Vietnam one way or the other. Before the Korean
invasion ever started, mind you. On Vietnam, the President had decided as far back as February.
This was based on NSC-68, that we were going to rearm the world. So any recommendations
that [ made, they were noted and nothing happened.

Q: You were mentioning to me yesterday that you had also sent something in about our
intelligence operations.

MELBY:: Rusk, the Assistant Secretary for the Far East, had asked me on the side to do an
evaluation of our intelligence operations in Southeast Asia and send the report to him, because
he'd been in intelligence on the Far East in the pentagon. Which I did. And it was a pretty strong
statement that I made. Maybe I just stated it more strongly than it was, at least politically-wise.
Because my comment was that the quality of our intelligence is so bad that it approaches
malfeasance in office, and something had to be done.

And this, of course, though it was just for Rusk and Bill Lacey -- who was head of the Bureau for
Southeast Asian Affairs -- eyes-alone for them, got circulated all over the government. It was a
slip that happened in the code room someplace, I never knew just exactly where. And this is the
way it came to Bedell Smith's attention. Bedell Smith was director of CIA. And Bedell was livid.

Finally one day, after I got back, Acheson called me in and said I'd better make an appointment
to go over and see Bedell Smith and try to quiet him down because, "He's out to get you." Which
I did, and it didn't get me anywhere. Bedell Smith wasn't buying it.

Q: What was his reaction when you saw him?

MELBY: "What do you know about intelligence, young man? Who are you to criticize
intelligence?" If there was any satisfaction in it, incidentally, it was that within three months of
my return from Southeast Asia, every intelligence officer in the entire area was replaced,
including all the CIA operators, too. There was a whole new crew sent out. Not only CIA, but all
the attachés were changed. So what it was worth, I don't know.

Q: Once again, I want to thank you very much for this. You were at interesting places at
interesting times!

MELBY: Well, one of the little sidelights on the thing was, when I was over with Bedell Smith,
Alan Dulles was over there. He was then Deputy Director of the CIA. He just sat in the corner
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and didn't say anything or participate in the conversation at all. He was just present.

The phone rang. And from the conversation, I could tell that the man who was calling Smith was
the head of G-2, a major general, who was also livid. He'd seen the telegram on intelligence. And
Bedell was trying to calm him down. He was saying, "Don't get excited now. We'll take care of
it. We'll investigate this young man and find out what goes on."

CHARLOTTE LORIS
Clerk
Saigon (1950-1952)

Charlotte Loris was born in 1924 in Pennsylvania. She joined USIA in 1950 and
served in Vietnam, Japan, Libya, Zaire, Indonesia, Korea, Switzerland, and
Washington, DC. She was interviewed in 1989 by Max Kraus.

LORIS: This is the end of 1949, beginning of 1950. So I went back to Washington and got
socked into the red tape, getting ready to go overseas and they said it would take months and
months to have a security clearance, all of this. But actually three months later I left on an Air
France plane for Paris and Saigon, which was located in what was then French Indochina. I was
to replace a girl who had been murdered, an American girl.

Q: Had been murdered? In Saigon?

LORIS: She and a friend were entertaining and they were having a party and they went out to
pick somebody up. They never solved it. They apparently were ambushed in their jeep.

Anyway, I arrived in Saigon -- .

Q: Just a minute. Before you arrived in Saigon, didn't that give you some pause about taking the
kind of job that you -- .

LORIS: No, I wanted adventure.

Q: All right. So you arrived in Saigon when?

LORIS: Let me backtrack just a brief bit.

Q: Okay.

LORIS: I was assigned to Saigon. In those days you had a choice; I could have gone to Munich
or to Rio or Saigon. Having always wanted to go to the Orient, to China, I picked Saigon. And

they grabbed me with their arms, aha, we have one. So I went through the preparation and then

went over to get my medical shots for old Saigon, which was still a French colony. While sitting
in the Naval Department barracks waiting to get my shots, they asked me where I was going and
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I said Saigon. Well, this man came up to me and said, "Did I hear you say you were going to
Saigon?" I said, "Yes." And this man said, "Well, I'm going to be the new American consul in
Hanoi." Well, in those days, American consul, what's that? Hanoi? Where's that?

So we chatted a bit. I was going out to Saigon as a clerk, class FSS-13, I think it was, that paid
$2,850 a year. But all your transportation was paid. So this very kindly gentleman, who sort of
walked like a penguin, gave me his name, which was Wendall Blanke. He asked me when I was
leaving and I said I was going up to New York for a few days and then to Paris where I would be
spending three days and then I was booked for a flight from Paris to Saigon. He said, "I will meet
you at the airport in Paris and buy you a drink." I thought, this is great, what a way to go. So [
had an exciting trip from New York to Paris but I won't go into detail on it.

On the day I came to leave Paris I went to the airport and was checked in. I sat down at a bench,
because it wasn't a fancy airport in those days, and this man sort of walked up to me, waddling
like a penguin, sat down beside me. No cocktail lounge. He pulls out a flask and we have a drink
of brandy from the flask, which I had never had before.

Q: So he did make good on the offer of a drink in Paris.
LORIS: Yes, he bought me a drink out of his flask.
Q: And that was Wendall Blanke.

LORIS: It was Wendall Blanke. Then we get on this little DC-3 plane -- we didn't have jets in
those days -- and we flew across France and into Tunis, Morocco, Algiers. The plane, except for
Wendall and myself, was loaded with French Foreign Legionnaires going to French Indochina to
help the French.

So we're on this plane and we're leaving Tunis and I said, Wendall -- he's sitting next to me --
there's something wrong with this plane. And about that time the pilot announces, we've lost an
engine. It's a two-engine plane. So we went back to Tunis and stayed a few days. They flew
down a new engine from Paris. We took off again and went via North Africa to Cairo, one of the
stops. Cairo was an all-day stop and it was Easter Sunday. It was hot, sticky, with no air
conditioning. I had with me an Agatha Christie mystery book, which I read three times in the
airport, and drank hot citronade with flies sitting on the rim of the glass. We finally --

Q: What?

LORIS: Flies.

Q: No, what did you drink?

LORIS: Citronade. Without gin or vodka, just plain citronade. Sticky stuff. And flies swarming

around. Finally we take off and we go via Burma and what have you. We finally get to Saigon
and it was three days later, four. But remember, this was a DC-3.
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Q: All the way on a DC-3 from Paris to Saigon.
LORIS: Greatest plane ever made.

Q: I know.

LORIS: They're still flying.

Q: I know.

LORIS: So we finally arrived in Saigon in the morning and it's hot and sticky. We get off the
plane and this young man comes out and he says, "are you Charlotte Loris." And I said, "yes."
He said, "well, I'm here to meet you." I said, "oh, well, there's another gentleman with me." He
said, "Who?" I said, "Wendall Blanke." He said, "Oh, my God, the new consul for Hanoi." And
nobody was there to meet him. But we pile in the jeep together and go into Saigon to this funny
little consulate general. Sticky and hot. But that's the way Wendall and I arrived in town.

Then I was taken up -- I dropped my bags off, they took me into the consulate general and Ed
Gullion was the chargé d’affaires.

Q: And that was approximately what date?
LORIS: About April 2nd, 1950.
Q: 1950. So you are in Saigon -- .

LORIS: And I'm at the consulate general. We go up these little stairs and we arrive in this small
office and go into this bigger office where Ed Gullion was charge. And there sits my friend,
Wendall Blanke. So Ed Gullion says, "Oh, Wendall, I would like you to meet our new clerk-
typist, Charlotte." He said, "Meet her? I've slept with her on a plane for three nights." Great
hilarity. Anyway, Wendall and Ed and I were friends from then on.

Then I was in Saigon, oh, about two weeks, assigned to the information division where the
peripatetic Francis Cunningham was the PAO, a State Department man. There weren't many
people in Saigon and I think I was the only female that knew shorthand. So I'm sitting at my desk
about two weeks after I'm there and a car comes and they said, "are you ready to go, Miss
Loris?" I said, "Go where?" "Oh, you're taking the minutes of the meeting." "What meeting?" So
I grabbed a couple of shorthand notebooks and a bunch of pencils. Now remember, our offices
were not air conditioned and it was sticky hot. So Francis Cunningham says, "Charlotte, you
have been elected to take the notes of this meeting." So he takes me downstairs and bundles me
into this small car which we had in those days. And it's a meeting of the French High Militaire
and the Commandant and the High Commissioner, an American military group and high
Vietnamese officials to discuss the French Indochina War.

I arrived and was swept through the palace gates by the gendarmes, Mademoiselle Loris? Yes.
On I went, up and pattered down this marble hallway in my sandals, which were clipping-
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clapping, and my legs were running sweat. They escort me down to big double doors, I open the
doors, and there sit 40 men.

Q: Palace?
F: This was the High Commissioner's Palace.
Q: French High Commissioner's Palace in Saigon?

LORIS: In Saigon. And I collapse in a chair at the door, realizing the meeting is now in session, I
got out my notebook and started taking notes. Then there was a break shortly after I arrived, and
Ed Gullion came over and escorted me to the center of this big table where all of the interpreters,
the maps and everything else were, and for one solid week -- five days -- all I did all day was
take notes. There were many strange names of the battlefields in northern Indochina which of
course I did not know. But Gullion was very kind. I would put a number down and he would
write the name down and put the number so that when I transcribed the notes later I was able to
fit the whole thing together.

Q: Who were the other participants in this meeting?
LORIS: The French High Commissioner, high French military command, and I can't remember
all the names, and high American military, generals, and the highest Vietnamese in those days.

There were about 40 people in all. We did not in those days have tape recorders or computers or
anything like that, and I was the only person who was taking the notes.

Q: Only person among all of these -- ? Nobody else?

LORIS: Nobody else. And they used to wrap me up in an armored vehicle, take me back to the
Consulate, shut me up in a room where I'd type up these notes which later became history.

Q: 1 bet.
LORIS: I felt like Mata Hari.

Anyway, life proceeded. A few weeks later I walked down the street to my office, went around
the corner, and a machine gun gunned down the head of the French Surate right in front of me. I
jumped in a doorway to avoid the bullets, and survived.

After that, because the French did not have many people, the Korean War had started, and
communiques were coming in from Korea and Hanoi, again I was selected to go. The French did
not have anybody and neither did the Vietnamese. I used to get up at 4:30 in the morning, ride a
cycle downtown to the French Chamber of Commerce and type on a French typewriter, which I
had never seen before, in French, the communiques. Then I would leave there about 10:00 --

Q. The communiques about the war?
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LORIS: About the war in Hanoi and the Korean war.
Q: And the Korean war?

LORIS: It had started. Then I went back to my office about 10:00 and worked all day there. It
was a very exciting time.

Q: What were these communiques for? Were they for --
LORIS: For the French, for the government, the French, and released to the press.

Anyway, it was a very exciting two years in Saigon and many adventures. I'm not going to tell
you all of them. Too bad. You would love it.

Q: Well, I think that I know some of the ones that you want to leave off the record.
LORIS: Right.

Q: However, if I'm not mistaken, and I hope you will put this on the record, I think you told me
once that while you were in Saigon you got acquainted with Graham Greene and he took you to
an opium den.

LORIS: Oh, very much so. I met Graham Greene at a cocktail party where, you know, there were
many cocktail parties. He is a great reprobate and loves to have somebody listen to him. Well, I
like to talk, but I also like to listen. So we got together a number of times and one evening we
were discussing the ethnic background of Chinese and Asians and I said, I've always wanted to
go to an opium den. He said, let's go tonight, after dinner. I said fine. So we go down after this
cocktail party and we have dinner in a restaurant. Then he said, we won't drive, we'll just take a
bicycle chair which is called a cyclo. So we get in the cyclo and the guy pedals us out to this
opium den. Graham Greene was an habitue of opium dens and he knew Asia.

So we get out in this dimly lit place and go in. Mamasan, or madame, didn't want me to come in
because she recognized that [ was American. So we sat in this little overheated room with stuffed
settees, drank brandy and soda with no ice, and she wouldn't let us into the big room where the
habitues go. But we went into a private room.

It was just like I expected it to be. Absolutely fascinating. I wouldn't have missed it for anything.
I did want Graham Greene to buy me the silver opium pipe but he didn't. So he smoked nine
pipes and I smoked three. But I didn't inhale because I was scared shitless. But it was fun.

Q: Since you are retired, they will not --

F: Fire me.

Q: -- start a security investigation for drug abuse.
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LORIS: Why not find out what the people do? I can understand. As Graham Greene, when we
used to talk, he said try to understand these people that live in these overpopulated, crowded
areas of the world, half of them sleep at day, half at night, there's not enough room for them all to
sleep at night, so smoke opium or whatever. Go out on cloud nine.

Q: Graham Greene wrote a novel about Saigon called, if I'm not mistaken, The Quiet American.

LORIS: There are several composite characters in there, all of which I recognized. It was a good
book. Read it.

Q: Including -- is one of the composite characters at least in part Charlotte Loris?
LORIS: Yes.
Q: I'll have to read it.

LORIS: Then I left Saigon after many exciting adventures. I wish I would recount them all, they
are in my mind.

Q: We are now talking about what year?

LORIS: I left in 1952. And I went to -- but first I made several trips. I went to Bangkok as a side
trip. I wanted to meet the writer of the Bangkok Editor, which is one of the things that convinced
me to go to that area of the world. He had been a former member of the OSS and a friend of Jim
Thompson's. I did meet him and his Thai mistress, and a few other interesting people, for a
glorious weekend.

Anyhow, I was finally taken out of Saigon and assigned -- .
Q: Jim Thompson, was he already at that time into Thai silk?

LORIS: Oh, yes, but he just had a very small shop which was about as big as a three-cornered
closet. It was fabulous. It was nothing like it is now. He had not done "The King and I" or any of
those costumes. But he was a very interesting person. I met a lot of interesting people. In spite of
the fact that I was an FSS-13. I did play a lot of tennis and met people that way. Some interesting
stories about that but [ won't go into it because I had the right to play on the Palace courts and a
few other places.

THOMAS J. CORCORAN
Political Officer
Saigon (1950-1953)

Consul
Hanoi (1954-1955)
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Thomas J. Corcoran was born in New York in 1920. He entered the Foreign
Service in 1948. He served in Spain, Laos, Cambodia, and Burundi, where he was
ambassador. He served three times in Vietnam: in Saigon (1950-1953), Hanoi
(1954-1955), and in Saigon (1965-1966).

Q: I want to concentrate mainly on your time in Indochina, because this is where you did spend |
can almost say an inordinate amount of time for a Foreign Service officer. How did you get into
this particular corner of the woods?

CORCORAN: That started in Spain. The consulate was inspected by Foreign Service inspector
Wilson Flake, who asked me where I would like to go next. I said that having started in a
consular post and learned Spanish, I'd like to go to a diplomatic post where I could use French,
which I had already studied in school for many years. He said, "Fine." Shortly thereafter, I got
orders to Saigon, which had not been a diplomatic post when we were discussing this, but which
had been converted from a consulate general to a legation right about that time in 1950.

Q: I'm confused. How was Indochina divided up then? I thought Hanoi was sort of the center.

CORCORAN: In the French period, Vietnam was really in three parts. You had the empire of
Annam, the middle, which had a French resident.

Q: That was Hue?

CORCORAN: The capital of Annam was Hue. You had North Vietnam (Tonkin), which was
largely under military administration, although it was technically under the imperial crown, but
was run by the French Army. Then you had South Vietnam, which was a French colony, Cochin
China. So you had three different administrations there.

But with the French reoccupation at the end of World War 11, after the Japanese had taken it
over, the Chinese Nationalists in the north and the British in the south had accepted the Japanese
surrender. The French went back in. There was a very complex period of negotiating with Ho
Chi Minh, who was the leader of the Communists, who had come out of the bush and taken over
Hanoi initially at the end of the war. They followed on the Chinese Nationalist occupation and
coexisted with them for a while. But then the French moved in there. It was a very complicated
period of negotiations between the French and the North Vietnamese, first starting with the
French admiral, D'Argenlieu, who was General de Gaulle's representative and commander in
chief. Then he was replaced eventually by General LeClerc. General LeClerc was the Army
commander in the north.

All of these details have to be sorted out, because I've been in that area three times over a period
of 30 years, actually four times, with three desk tours. It needs sorting out of the different

periods.

The original sort of modus vivendi which the French worked out there began to break down in
1946. Jean Sainteny, who had been in the French colonial service, and who was the son-in-law of
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Albert Sarraut, who had been the governor general of Indochina and a French cabinet minister,
went back in and tried to deal with Ho Chi Minh and re-establish the French presence in the
north. For a variety of reasons, that broke down in 1946, and that's when the war really started.

Q: I'want to come back now to what you were doing. This gives an idea that it was a complex
situation. You were sent to Saigon as what?

CORCORAN: Initially, there had been a consulate in Hanoi and a consulate general in Saigon.
As T understand it in the old days, during the hot season, the government moved to the north, and
consular representatives would follow them there. But when the war ended, we maintained a
consulate in Hanoi and a consulate general in Saigon, two consular posts. Then in 1950, when
the French union concept was being established, the other two countries, Laos and Cambodia,
had their own problems. Laos had also been divided into three parts, Luang Prabang, the
kingdom in the north, Champassak, the kingdom in the south, and Vientiane, a sort of expired
kingdom, in the middle, which was under direct French administration. The French union
concept was that these three separate countries, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam, would be
members of the French union, each with its own monarchial form of government, a king in Laos,
a king in Cambodia, and the ex-emperor of Annam, who was supposed to be accepted as the
ruler of Vietnam.

As part of supporting this, in 1950 we agreed to diplomatic recognition of each of these
countries, and we sent one minister, Donald Heath, who resided in Saigon. He kept a small
branch office with a junior officer in Vientiane and one in Phnom Penh. So [ first went to Saigon
when it was a legation, and I was a political officer. I was, at that time, a third secretary. But
after a few months there, I was sent up to relieve the man who was in Vientiane.

kg

Q: When were you in Hanoi?

CORCORAN: I was there from about the beginning of September 1954 until about December
12, 1955. I was there about 14 months.

Q: We had some trouble on the previous tape. Some of this may be repetitious. How would you
describe your principal job there?

CORCORAN: The main thing was to point out that we were not pulling out, we weren't
prejudging the Geneva Conference as the end of everything. It was an armistice. We were going
to wait and see what happened. We were supporting the government in the south, but we were
keeping consular representation in the north. According to tradition and custom, the people
holding the real power in the north, the Communists, could have expelled us if they had chosen
so to do. But they chose, instead, to say that they just did not recognize us. But of course, we did
exist, and we had employees, we had our buildings, two buildings which we owned, and for a
while, a couple which we leased just as an anchor to windward, and had people spread out. We
obeyed the curfews and we paid our electricity bills and things of that sort. But our main purpose
there was to wait and see what happened, rather than just climb aboard airplanes and get out.
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They did, in effect, deal with us through the municipal Military and Administrative Council of
Hanoi, which was, in effect, a municipal government with both military and civilian functions.

At one point, they actually sent troops into my house during preparation for a parade. My house
was on the big Place Ba Dinh, a central place where Ho Chi Minh's tomb is now. I was
awakened in the middle of the night by my house boy who said the Viet Minh had arrived. They
explained to me that in preparation for a parade the next day, they were putting troops and
machine guns on the roofs of the building. I said, well, I couldn't argue with that, I suppose, and
they could go up there on the roof. I couldn't stop them. I said, "Please use the back stairs and
stay out of the house," which they did. They stayed there until after the parade. They did the
same thing on some other buildings in the area. Actually, when the parade came by, I went out to
watch it, and a French-speaking Communist policeman gave me a running description of what
was going on, obviously part of the propaganda department. So there again, they knew who we
were and what we were up to.

As I say, we were very careful not to try to do anything clandestine or subversive or anything of
that sort. It would have been hopeless in that situation. Our main purpose was just to stay there
and then keep the possibility of dealing with whatever came up.

As time went on, a difference developed between the way they treated us and the other non-
Communist representatives. You had the British consul general, who, as I said, was an ipso facto
agent of Anthony Eden, who was the co-chairman of the Geneva Conference. You had the
French Sainteny mission (his nom de guerre) and he was accredited by Mendes France
personally to the government of North Vietnam.

Q: Mendes France was the prime minister.

CORCORAN: Yes, who had forced the Geneva Conference in 1953. There was also the French
military mission, actually a liaison mission with the International Control Commission, headed
by General Groot de Beaufort. There was the Indian chairman of the international commission,
Mr. Desai, who later became number two in the Indian foreign office. And there was the
Canadian delegate, Brigadier Sherwood Lett, who was a war hero, who took part in the famous
Canadian landing at Dieppe, was a lawyer, and who later ended up and died as Chief Justice of
British Columbia. He was the Canadian representative on the commission. Then there was a
Polish delegation headed by a man named Ogrodinszki. He was a complete Communist doing
the bidding of the North Vietnamese. At that time I don't think you could expect anything else.

On the other hand, the Canadians, who were trying to defend the free world's interests, were not
in the same relationship with us at all. They were trying to help us out as much as they could, but
they had their own standards of propriety.

The Indians were somewhat in between. The Indians represented the personal policy of Nehru,
which was that the important thing was the end of colonialism and the independence of former
Asian countries, and the Communist thing wasn't to be worried about too much; that it would
sort itself out later. Actually, Nehru came through on a visit. I met him briefly on this one
occasion. He came through early on and talked to everybody.
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Then, of course, the Indians also had a consul general. They had a vice consul there, and they
sent a consul general, who was a man named Sahay, Anand Mohan Sahay, accompanied by his
very beautiful daughter. He had an interesting history. He had been at one point the private
secretary to Rajendra Prasad, who later became vice president of India. He had also been
involved in the Indian National Congress of Subhas Chandra Bose, a Japanese collaborationist,
and he had actually fled to Japan and was caught by the British and sent back to India to be tried
for treason. But Nehru was his lawyer, the lawyer for all of these people, and they could handle
that. So he was a nice man on the surface, very friendly, but he wasn't too realistic. At one point,
I guess I can tell you this now -- is this going to be published?

Q: It will be in transcript form, and researchers will be able to use it.

CORCORAN: Well, then, he wanted to give a reception for all hands, including me and the
government officials of North Vietnam, and they, of course, wanted to receive the invitation list
in advance. They saw my name on it and they wouldn't come if I showed up. I told him, well,
forget it, I wouldn't come. I didn't want to embarrass him. But he said, "Yeah, but that's not good
enough. I've got to be able to prove to them that you're not coming." I said, "Okay, I'll write you
a letter saying I'm diplomatically ill," which I did, and that solved that. This man's background
was general good will for all occasions, but he didn't realize what he as dealing with. Some of
the people in the Indian delegation to the control commission were a lot more sophisticated, and
they had a certain range of opinions.

Q: I'd like to go back, if we may, again, because I'm concerned this might not have come out on
the previous tape, about your knowledge of and reporting on the land reform, which was
reportedly quite a bloody affair.

CORCORAN: The real details on that didn't come out until much later, when a Frenchman wrote
a book, and when the government itself admitted they had made a mistake and killed a lot of
people they shouldn't have killed. But it was just beginning to come out. In some cases, there
were trials of people reported on in the press. There was one trial, which I saw part of in Hanoi.
But we had to rely largely on the press for those reports, and in some of them, the main charge
was being a rich exploiter of the poor, a capitalist exploiter. But this varied. The main problem, I
gather, was that standards varied from province to province and district to district. Somebody
who might be a cruel, wicked landowner in one area might be just one of the people in another,
because the property values and income values varied. This may have been the root of their
problem. They had an open-air application of the land reform on the Chinese model, but it
became clear that some people were being punished for what other people were not being
punished for in a different area.

Q: You mentioned that you tried to attend one open-air meeting and were sort of run off.

CORCORAN: Yes. I couldn't have really understood, anyway. I didn't have Vietnamese. But |
was recognized as an outsider.

Most of the other trials were held out in the countryside, and you'd get reports on them in the
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press. As it emerged later, I didn't realize it at the time, but I realized later that one of the main
problems was an awful lot of people were killed and the standard kind of varied from province to
province. So this had a general unwholesome effect on the people themselves, because some of
them could figure out that somebody was being punished for being a poor miserable landowner,
instead of a rich landowner. The standards were off.

As I say, the government recognized this at one point. But some experts who followed this more
closely than I did later on took the line that they really got in trouble when they eased up on the
land reform program. There were some demonstrations in the countryside, really tough ones.
Some reporting by some of the French writers indicated that there was a pretty violent uprising.
But some of the Sovietologists took a look at these things and said that they had the real trouble
after they pulled back on the land reform, in other words, when they showed signs of

moderation. That encouraged people to protest more. I really would have to go back into the
files.

Q: How did you leave?

CORCORAN: We were there for a total of 14 months. We left in early December. But in
September, we could see signs of tightening up. For example, they required all of us, including
Americans, to register as aliens with the government. They sent a big form about the size of that
map.

Q: Pointing to a large map.

CORCORAN: Filling in all your personal history and whatnot. We could see this was the initial
step of closing in on us. Then they wanted to come and interview us, each individual American. I
said yes, but [ would sit in on all the interrogations as though they were my own, and they agreed
to that. They were asking sort of nuisance questions, and I would intervene after a while. They
said, "You said you didn't speak Vietnamese." Well, I didn't speak Vietnamese, but I could just
see the way they were going, just wasting time and harassing people. We filled out these forms,
and they inspected the place and saw we had a lot of radio equipment, which they obviously
knew we had. We had been broadcasting every day for the last year as our only means of
communication. We couldn't use the mail. So I could sense by the tone of this, something was
going to happen.

Early on, after the British started making trips, we had applied for permission to send people in
and out. None of them were accepted or refused, but we had gotten a

bad publicity campaign as our only reply, so we let that ride; figured that could wait; we'd rely
on the radio. But at this point, with the detailed census statement things became tough. At one
point, they came in and the Army tried to inspect the place. We asked them out, and they left.
When they moved into my house, they had a really plausible pretext, security for the parade.
They were doing it to the Russians and the Poles and everybody else, so I couldn't complain. But
it became clear that on this occasion, they were getting ready to do something. I could sense that
things were tightening up.

What we did was make a plan, which we just sent in by telegram saying, "if this happens, we
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will do thus and so," and try to destroy classified material, of which we had very little. We would
try to communicate by other means, a very simple code.

Sure enough, I suppose it was not more than a week or so after that, I was summoned in one
rainy day to the municipal commission, and I had to walk through a flooded street to get to my
car. The committee was sitting behind the table there, and they said, "We brought you in to tell
you that you're not authorized to use your radio. Stop using it."

I said, "I don't know, this is interesting. When did this become effective?"
"Right now."

I went back and did not use the radio to report that, because that would have been a technical trap
I'd have been walking into. What I did was draw up a telegram and send it through the post
office, PTT, thinking that if we could survive in that old-fashioned way, that would be all right,
too. They held the telegram for several days and then returned it unsent, said no route existed,
which was quite false, because they had routes through Peking and Moscow, and then on to the
outside world, and to Hong Kong. So what I did was send copies also to my various colleagues
and the British, who were supposed to be our protecting power if we got out, sent theirs off, and
the French sent theirs off, and the Canadians sent theirs off, so Washington got the news. They
wondered why we'd gone off the air, but they got the news pretty quickly.

Then it was a question of getting out. I thought the appropriate thing was not to act in terms of
just slam, bang, everybody out. It's easier said than done in a case like that. I said, "We ought to
go slowly." In fact, one of the Indians told me, "I'm sure they don't really mean this. You ought
to just hang on. Maybe they want you to stay." I said, "Well, I'll try." My other reason for trying
it that way was I didn't want to show any signs of desperation to get out. I think if I tried to hang
on, they would be less likely to keep us there. So we sent out people one at a time until I got
down to one vice consul, who was also the administrative officer and the cashier. He, the man I
wanted to keep with me, and I left together, turning it over to the British in due form. We had the
regular transfer of the two buildings we owned, and a transfer of our consular function. With the
approval of the foreign office, the British consul and I cosigned this. We went out to the airport
and left.

Q: Were these done under instructions from Washington? Were you able, through the other:
British, French , Canadians, to keep some . . .

CORCORAN: After this initial report, we narrowed it down to the British, since they
traditionally, we understood, would represent us. I did it through the other people just to make
sure the word got out. But it was pretty clear that we would have to do this. We developed the
details with the British, and we left the two buildings there. They were taken over, I gather, later
on. My house was used by some Communist diplomat, I think, or by some Communist agency.
The office became the headquarters of the liberation front of South Vietnam for many years.

Then, strangely, when I was in Burundi, I was asked by somebody in the department for
information about property. This is when Jimmy Carter was thinking of reopening there. I said,
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"Look in the files for 1955. It's all there." They did. They kept the files in Milwaukee or
someplace. They got it quickly, and they had all the documents, inventories, titles for the two
buildings, and the Department said the Vietnamese would let us have those two back. These
were the two we owned. We had rented some others just to give us alternatives. They had
progressively moved foreigners out at different times. But the rented buildings they took over
pretty quickly. These two buildings, which we turned over at the end, which we retained title to,
we made it clear that we did, otherwise, there was no way we could have them back. I think the
plans were proceeding to move some sort of diplomatic representation in there. Then, of course,
the North Vietnamese moved into Cambodia.

The only suggestion I gave to anybody immediately when I left, and also at this much later date,
was if you do go in there with any sort of representation, you've got to insist that you have your
own territory. A lot of European countries were operating in hotel rooms for years, and
considered it a great victory if they got a second hotel room. This is preposterous. You can't
function unless you can have a certain degree of . . .

Q: Space.
CORCORAN: Certainly a degree of space, and a certain degree of security, even though the

security would always be a problem. So there it is. This goes back to the last days of the Carter
era, about 1980.

PAUL M. KATTENBURG
Intelligence Analyst, Indochinese Affairs, Bureau of Intelligence and Research
Washington, DC (1950-1955)

Country Officer, East Asia Bureau
Washington, DC (1963-1964)

Political Officer, Policy Planning
Washington, DC (1964-1965)

Dr. Paul M. Kattenburg was born in Belgium in 1922 and came to the United

States in 1940. He joined the Department of State in 1950 as a research specialist

and entered the Foreign Service in 1956. He served in Germany, the Philippines,

and Washington, DC. He was interviewed in 1990 by Charles Stuart Kennedy.
KATTENBURG: We had reasonably good relations with Indonesia in the period '50 to '52.
On Indochina that is quite a different story.

Q: Okay, let's move to Indochina then.

KATTENBURG: I switched with Al Seligmann, who was quite tired of Indochina business, and
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none of us had been Wristonized at this point. We were civil servants. I was more than willing to
change my scenery from Indonesia to Indochina. Here I fell into quite a different story because
of the struggle between the bureaus that we in the Division Research Far East supported: the
Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs, on the one hand, and the various personalities in that bureau
including Mr. Reed the head of Southeast Asian Affairs, who had at one time been consul
general in Hanoi, and the European Bureau on the other hand. Relations were quite strained.

I spoke French and I was sort of a natural in a way to do Indochina as so much of the
documentation and the analysis had to be through French material. Jack Lydman and I
established a pretty close relation with the working people on the Indochina Desk in the Far East
Bureau -- this was the period '52 through early '55. I had spent the summer of 1952 in Saigon at
the Embassy under Don Heath, the ambassador. This was a period of conflict within the
Embassy as well because Ed Gullion, who was his DCM, opposed the pro-French policy. He
supported greater independence for Bao Dai's Associated State of Vietnam. We had provided the
French support since early 1950, when we had started giving them economic and some military
assistance. We increased the military assistance a couple of years later when the French started
having a tough time with the war. In any event, as far as the relations within the Department, we
had a fairly tough time holding a point of view which on the whole, I think, was supportive of
assistance to Bao Dai's Vietnam. We felt we should move faster towards independence. I don't
know if this is the place to go into detail on all that...

Q: What was the situation in Vietnam? You talked about the Associated States.

KATTENBURG: These were created in 1948 under the Baie d'Along Agreement, and all this is
recorded in a lot of literature so it is easy to get a hold of. Our policy anchored itself in support of
the French when we recognized Vietnam -- Laos and Cambodia were secondary problems. They
didn't really achieve full recognition. We maintained merely Chargés in Vientiane and Phnom
Penh. In fact they were in many ways dependent on the Embassy in Saigon.

Q: Our Embassy was in Saigon and not in Hanoi?

KATTENBURG: No, our Embassy was in Saigon where the French had re-established the
capital.

Q: I see.

KATTENBURG: Bao Dai was in Saigon with a summer home in Dalat. We maintained a
Consulate in Hanoi until the summer of 1955. Here, before I forget, I would like to clarify
something because some of the literature incorrectly assumed that we closed the Consulate in
Hanoi after the Geneva Accords of July 20, 1954. South Vietnam took what had been the French
territory south of the 17th parallel or the Bao Dai area under the French, if you want. But we did
not close the Consulate in Hanoi. It remained under Tom Corcoran, who closed it in the summer
of 1955. I was the person on the Desk at that time who recommended him for the Superior
Service Award, which he got for the remarkable job he did in quietly, efficiently and thoroughly
closing the Consulate operation.
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The Embassy, in those intervening years, '52 when I started working on Indochina and first went
out there on detail through '55, when I went back again, was under Don Heath virtually the entire
time. He may have left in 1954, but I don't think so. In any event there was a mission sent out by
the President and Secretary Dulles in 1954, under General J. Lawton Collins, a famous mission.

This leads us to a very interesting episode about a key meeting on Vietnam that I described
somewhere in my book, but not in great detail. The meeting took place in late April or May,
1955 during the Sect Battle, so called, in the city of Saigon. When Ngo Dinh Diem, who had by
then returned, that is, post-Geneva, as the new President of the Republic of Vietnam, was under
siege by the Sects, so called Binh Xuyen. A meeting was held in the Department in late April or
early May 1955, chaired by Under Secretary Robert Murphy, to consider a report by General
Collins who had been sent on that mission by the President and his political advisor Paul Sturm.
They recommended going easy on support for Ngo Dinh Diem and a possible change in
government if someone able to handle the situation could be found. I think that was the essence
really of the meeting.

At that point Brig. General Edward Landsdale had already been moved from Manila, where he
had supported Magsaysay under auspices of the Agency, of course, to Saigon where he and a
number of other Americans, some of whom played a very important role and were private
Americans, not necessarily directly linked with the Agency, had supported Ngo Dinh Diem.
During the time of the meeting a general who had been loyal to Ngo Dinh Diem was able to take
care of the city and push the Binh Xuyen back and out of the city, thereby actually solving the
situation on the ground in favor of Ngo Dinh Diem. The meeting just naturally gravitated in that
direction.

I, myself, during this time in INR supported the Diem regime. I thought Diem was quite capable
of holding the situation and I would have hated to see a change made which would have brought
in some uncertain military leaders -- as happened ten years later.

Q: Yes.

KATTENBURG: Immediately after this particular meeting, I went out to Vietnam. It had been
decided that I would take the Desk in the fall of 1955 to succeed the two people who had been
working on Indochina in the Bureau. The director of the Bureau of Southeast Asian Affairs was
Philip Bonsal and his Indochina Desk officer was an army colonel, who came into the State
Department at the end of the war, but did not join the Foreign Service, to the best of my
knowledge. This was Robert Hoey who played a key role in the whole period of the French war.
He was assisted, and very ably so, by FSO John Getz, later U.S. Ambassador to Malta before
retirement [who can be interviewed, living in North Carolina], with whom I was very close from
the INR vantage point during this whole period.

Somewhere or other it was decided, I think with Jack Lydman and other Bureau people, that I
would go to Saigon. Now in the summer of '55 I was involved with the question of how to

handle the provision of the Geneva Accords of 1954 which required consultation between the
two zones of Vietnam, the Peoples Republic of Vietnam north of the 17th parallel, temporary
demarcation line, and the government south of that line, that is the Republic of Vietnam. The

60



political part of the Accords had called for interzonal consultations which would lead to all-
Vietnam elections to be held in July of 1956, two years after the signing of the Accords. The
consultations, of course, had to bear on the question of what the elections were for, what kind of
body, what sort of constitution would there be, what method would be used for these elections,
was there to be a parliament elected, etc., none of which was determined in the Accords, except
that the elections would be by secret ballot. During the year '54-'55 I, from my desk in INR,
worked together with Ed Gullion, in the Policy Planning Council, on preparing various papers
for the Secretary. The policy in the end shuffled itself out to support for Ngo Dinh Diem.
Whatever he wanted, we would support. That was what was essentially confirmed in the 1955
meeting that Murphy held. While the general in Saigon, who was Little Minh or Tran Van Minh,
won the war against the Sects in support of Diem, Landsdale sup ported Diem, Wesley Fishel
from Michigan State University, who was the other very important American there, supported
him. It was decided at that meeting, although no details were forthcoming that day, but I recall
very clearly a discussion of the replacement of the ambassador and designee, Freddy Reinhardt,
who went out almost immediately afterwards.

Q: What was your impression of Donald Heath? Both how he ran the Embassy and also how we
viewed the situation because he was there during an important time.

KATTENBURG: Oh sure. That's right. I should say that Ambassador Heath was a charming
person. I never got to know him very well, but from my observation of him he felt that our policy
should be to support a very gradual transition to independence. He was very conscious of Dulles'
anti- communism and of his fear that another loss to communism after the loss in China would
be a defeat for us, therefore Heath supported most of the French moves. In the end he was
strongly pro-French and against giving the Vietnamese greater independence, which Gullion
wanted. We had quite a struggle there in '52 to '54, between Gullion and Heath. I hope I have the
timing right. Actually if Gullion left earlier the struggle occurred between '50 and '52 and had
gone on and grown apace during that time. It was described in a novel by Bob Shaplen of the
New Yorker, called "A Forest of Tigers." It is quite accurate as Shaplen was in Saigon during
this entire time.

But Heath, I think, when Diem came back in early fall 1954, after the Geneva Accords, from
France, from the U.S. really, via France, gave Diem adequate support. The policy shifted. I can't
remember when Ambassador Heath departed, but policy-making gradually shifted to General
Collins and his assistant Paul Sturm, who was in effect the political counselor.

Now you have a great change in the Embassy, when Freddy Reinhardt comes in mid-1955. His
political counselor was Frank Meloy, who was subsequently assassinated in Beirut. The Office
Director in EA changed from Bonsal to Ken Young. Here we have an entirely different cast of
characters. These are committed to an independent South Vietnam, to the full support of Ngo
Dinh Diem and to try their best "to build a nation". I have written at length on this and some of
the errors that we may have made even in the very early period. But when you look at it in
retrospect, the period from mid-'55 through '61, which is a fairly long period, more than 6 years,
was probably the best period of our Vietnam involvement. The French war was over, the French
departed, not right away but in due course -- by mid 1955 they were out and we were taking their
place in terms of economic and military assistance. We started with minor military assistance,
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since the Geneva Accords barred any kind of direct military assistance. We were very cautious
about the number of military advisers we had there. I became the Desk Officer in the fall of
1955. The most important thing I was involved in was the increase in the number of U.S. military
advisers. They were doubled from the 385 or so that we had in place at the time of the Accords,
which is what the Accords said could not be increased. In negotiations in 1956 by Dulles with
Nehru, who was the Chairman of the International Control Commission, we were allowed to
double the number. Part of the reason that Nehru was persuaded by Secretary Dulles to double
the number was that there was a considerable fear in Congress that if our American equipment
was left rotting in rice paddies, as it was, without the ability of Diem's side to gather it and use it
effectively, the French would transport it during their evacuation to Algeria. This was considered
undesirable in Congress and the Administration. We therefore figured out various ways to
increase the number of our military advisers to keep this from happening.

Q: Were you involved in this? I want to keep this to your experiences.

KATTENBURG: Yes, I was deeply involved in this mission called the TERM, Temporary
Equipment Recovery Mission. I created it, as a matter of fact, with the assistance and support of
Frank Meloy, the Political Counselor in Saigon, and in a series of telegrams we set it up. I also
supported and recommended greater assistance to Ngo Dinh Diem and the maintenance of the
Landsdale Mission and of Wes Fishel of Michigan State, director of police training operations in
Vietnam during that period.

Q: How did INR and the people around you view China? Did you see this as a monolith and that
North Vietnam was part of this? And did you see that there were cracks that were coming?

KATTENBURG: Up until the time I left INR, even after that in my case, we were certainly more
willing to consider cracks and to look, perhaps we were more open to another view of Ho Chi
Minh, but it was remote given the firm hand the Secretary had on Vietnam and what was to be
done and not to be done. Here you must remember that the Secretary [Dulles] created the
SEATO Pact in the Fall of 1954 as a way, really, of putting a better face on what had been in
sheer power terms an American defeat along with the French at Dienbienphu and at the Geneva
Accords, since we had been forced into some sort of negotiated agreement. Half of Vietnam was
considered to be salvageable and the Secretary's policy on this was very firm. So the question of
cracks and flexibility of this policy was really rather remote. I got my cue on it at the time that
Gullion and I presented our long paper on what could be the consultations between the two
zones. Dulles dismissed that, and decided he would do what Diem wanted -- there would be no
consultations and no elections. That was, it seemed to me, a clear marching order and I have to
put this in the context of the McCarthy period, of course. It undoubtedly had an impact. Those of
us who were then working on East Asia matters were very conscious indeed of what had
happened to some of our predecessors and...

skeksk

KATTENBURG: The East Asia Bureau was headed by Averell Harriman when I entered the
Seminar, but during the year he moved up to Under Secretary and was succeeded by Roger
Hilsman. Roger Hilsman and I had gone to graduate school together and knew each other very
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well, so Roger thought I might replace Chalmers B. "Ben" Wood on the Vietnam Task Force.
They wanted more control in the Bureau over the Task Force. Ben Wood was due for an
assignment abroad and the job was vacant and I had Vietnam experience, although by that time it
had been a number of years since I had been in it. I told Roger this and was rather reluctant. Then
the scene changed again because Barney Koren, my former boss in Manila, entered the picture. [I
want to put these things on record because I think they can show future historians that ultimately
these personnel decisions are far more important than we give them credit, and are often the
product of no systematic planning or thinking, but simply the result of personal politics or
vendettas.] It turned out that there were two possible candidates for the Vietnam position to
succeed Ben Wood in the summer of 1963, when I graduated from the Senior Seminar. One was
Joe Mendenhall who had come out of the National War College at the same time. The other was
myself, from the Senior Seminar. Koren and Mendenhall had apparently had a difficult personal
relationship when they had both served in Bern, Switzerland. I don't know if the oral history
project wants discussion...

Q: Oh sure, sure.

KATTENBURG: Barney did not want Mendenhall. He was now director of Southeast Asia
under Hilsman and had been chafing at the independence of the Vietnam Task Force which had
been moved out of the Bureau in 1961 and relocated on the 7th floor. He felt this was a golden
opportunity to bring back some systematic Bureau control over this thing which had gotten out
of hand, growing much too fast. He wanted me to work for him, in effect, even though it was
called a task force for some reason. So I succumbed, I think clearly a character trait of weakness
that I have had, that I easily said "yes" when felt needed or wanted by someone. I am a
succumber type.

Q: But that was the Foreign Service attitude at least at the time -- you do what you were asked.

KATTENBURG: Well, I really didn't pay much attention to where I would come out in the
career. It didn't matter to me that much. I do know that he made quite a plea to get me. The
director of the Seminar was Andrew Corry who thought I should be very careful. He thought it
was a loser. But, of course, my sentiments were still very pro-Diem, pro- Vietnam. Diem was
then in a very, very difficult situation because of the Buddhists burnings, a key moment in
Vietnam.

July 1, 1963 was when my short leave ended, or June 25, something like that. In any event, |
would like to call attention to a section in my book called, "The Vietnam Trauma In American
Foreign Policy," published by Transaction, 1980 and reprinted in paperback in 1982 -- there will
be a new edition sooner or later as it is out of print at this point. In it [ have something called, "A
Personal Note," in which I describe this particular difficult period leading up to the Diem coup. I
came back, not only with an entirely new cast of characters, but not fresh on Vietnam having
been away about 10 years -- from '56 to '63, not quite 10 years. The other thing that made it
especially difficult was a new ambassador. Nolting was being pulled out and Henry Cabot Lodge
had been appointed by President Kennedy as our new ambassador. We arrived on the desk, in
effect, the same day. Koren had made clear to me that he did not have direct authority because it
was still a task force. He had authority over me as a member of the Office of the Southeast Asian
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Affairs, or whatever it was called, in the Bureau but the Assistant Secretary really ran the Task
Force. It was a matter of Hilsman, Forrestal in the White House, Mike Forrestal that is, myself
and Lodge. I went through all the briefings in the White House and elsewhere with Lodge, which
lasted until about the Fourth of July [I went on duty on June 25] and it was a very difficult time
because the Buddhist situation was getting worse and worse. Then Wood briefed us, and the
Pentagon. These briefings were with Lodge and his two henchmen, Fred Flott and Mike Dunn
[Mike was essentially a military aide and bodyguard and Flott, a tough character, was a former
Agency type who was also capable of wielding a pistol). We had established pretty good
relations.

Anyway, I will never forget a moment, and this is absolutely true, in which Lodge went to my
office in EA. My deputy was a man named Conlon, Dick Conlon, who you may have known. I
was unfortunate in having one of the few bad secretaries in the Foreign Service. Not only was
she nasty, she wasn't interested in doing any work. I was overwhelmed with problems. Lodge
walked in and threw a pencil across my desk, right to my face. He said, "Who is going to politic
my nomination through the Senate Foreign Relations Committee while I am up in Boston over
the weekend and a few days afterwards?" And I said, "Please, don't worry, Mr. Ambassador, we
will get it through." So this is my opportunity to thank Skip White, who was then the
Congressional Liaison, for enormous help because we worked all weekend to persuade the
Chairman to schedule hearings and to put Lodge ahead of Admiral Anderson who had been
appointed Ambassador to Portugal and who was controversial and therefore was delaying the
hearings. We got Lodge in, and when he came back the next Wednesday or Thursday, and found
out that his hearing was scheduled for the following Monday, I could do no wrong by Lodge. I
was made!

Anyway, Mendenhall really should have taken this job because he had, even though he couldn't
get along with Koren, he had a much tougher and gung ho attitude on the whole Vietnam
involvement than I did at this point. Looking at it from the briefings and thinking about it a little
bit, even without going to Vietnam, I was not very optimistic as to the future prospects of
President Diem and very weary of any further direct American involvement than we already had.
But I made Roger promise me that I could go as soon as possible to see the place. He did
promise. On July 20 there was a meeting in Honolulu that Lodge, Roger and I attended, after
which Lodge was going to take a very long, slow trip through the Far East to show his
displeasure with Diem and arrive as late as possible to present credentials.

Q: This displeasure was because of the Buddhists...

KATTENBURG: Correct.
Q: ...burnings and repression. And his brother...

KATTENBURG: And his brother. Exactly. It was decided at this meeting in Honolulu that
Kattenburg, having known Diem and been in part responsible for his being in office earlier,
would go to talk to him -- "hold his hand" it was put to me by Roger. When I arrived in Saigon,
Nolting, of course, was long gone on home leave, and Bill Trueheart, a wonderful guy with
whom I had the best of relations always, had taken over as Chargé. Trueheart was just as
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analytically aware of the dangers and difficulties of the situation as I tended to be, and Nolting
felt betrayed by Trueheart -- a sad story, as they were very close friends. After a few
conversations with some of my older contacts, including Vu Van Hai, the Chef de Cabinat to
Diem, who had been with him in 1954 when he first came back and had been with him when he
visited the U.S. and we had gotten him an appointment with Bonsal back in '53, Jack Lydman
and I. Vu Van Hai told me "sauvez le patron!", by which he meant get Ngo Dinh Nhu, his
brother, out of here by whatever means and get the woman out, Madame Nhu. When I came back
to Washington I spent a lot of time trying to cook up this trip for Madame Nhu, which she
eventually took, around the U.S., so she was away during the coup. Lodge arrived in Saigon a
week before I left. There is on record in the Department a telegram that I sent of a conversation
that [ had with Diem shortly after Lodge had arrived and just before I left and just before Lodge
presented his credentials. It is a long telegram. I have never made a request under the Freedom of
Information Act, and I don't know if it has been included in the Vietnam FRUS (Foreign
Relations of U.S.) volume. Anyway, it was one in which I was very pessimistic as to the
prospects unless we got rid of the Nhus. Then I came back to Washington and found two difficult
situations. On the one hand Mendenhall, who had obtained the job of Deputy Director of
Regional Affairs in EA, to Dick Usher, was very gung ho and very much in favor of going ahead
with the war effort without much consideration of the politics of it. But he wasn't the real
problem. In Defense, however, and this I regret to say was Bill Bundy who was Assistant
Secretary for ISA...

Q: This was the Department of Defense?

KATTENBURG: In Defense. He hadn't moved over to State yet. Defense was so number
conscious and so technocratically oriented to management and to all this nonsense without
thinking through the "whys" and the "whats" of things, that we had a fairly difficult time. I think
he maneuvered to isolate me somewhat and I wasn't beyond being removed somewhere.

What I worked on during the next two months mainly was with Bob Barnett, who was the EA
Deputy Assistant Secretary for Economic Affairs, on what was called salami slicing tactics, a
term taken from the Berlin Crisis, and imposed on Diem, that is, a slow cutting off of aid to his
special forces. Anyway, we were well clued in that the coup was coming. I believe it is still
correct to say that we climatized the coup, we did not make the coup. The coup eventually
occurred and then Roger...

Q: This was October, 1963?

KATTENBURG: November 1, 1963. Roger and Barney agreed to my going back and taking a
real look at the war. I came back just before New Year and wrote a very pessimistic report which
is buried somewhere in the Pentagon. On January 4, 1964, and I am certain of the date, I talked
to Roger -- how did I get to this one, I didn't explain the NSC meeting of August 31, 1963, but I
will come back to it -- but Roger said to me the President has said if it is too hot in the kitchen,
get out of it. Did I want to get out? I said, "Absolutely, I want to get out." The simplest way to
get me out of it and to make a real change in policy and personnel was to bring Mendenhall
down from RA and to put me in RA. And that was done.

65



Q: Regional Affairs in...

KATTENBURG: In EA. So I went to Regional Affairs in EA and took a distance from it and
looked at other things...

Q: Was this mutually agreed because you were taking too pessimistic a view?
KATTENBURG: It was agreed that I wanted out.
Q: Did you want out or were they trying to get some true believers on board?

KATTENBURG: It may have been a matter of both. It is a very good point, but I was certainly
taking too pessimistic an attitude. Roger felt his own position beginning to weaken somewhat
with the true believers and I thought it was best for all to move. I certainly wanted out. After my
two months in Vietnam I felt there was no way we would ever win the war or that Diem could
ever win.

Q: When you went to Vietnam, this was after Diem was killed.
KATTENBURG: That's right.
Q: What sort of views were you getting and from where?

KATTENBURG: Mainly really from my own moving about. I went to every Corps area and
talked to a lot of our military and I confirmed all my feelings that we were absolutely replaying
the French war. We were just simply replaying it -- down to the minute details of the Beaugeste
Forts that the Special Forces were manning along the Cambodian border.

Q: Some of them were the same forts. I know, I helicoptered over some of them.

KATTENBURG: Now, the other thing is a more complicated thing which requires more
historical study than it has received up to now, and some of us take different viewpoints on this
in the profession -- among academics who have studied this period. My firm opinion was from
conversations with three people, Tran Van Dong, who was chief of staff, Big Minh himself, and
most importantly the minister of foreign affairs, General Le Van Kim, that we were going
towards an arrangement, they wanted an arrangement, and what's more it played within my own
sense of what we ought to do. It is clear, I think, that Washington felt, probably rightly, and I
agreed with this, that if we made an arrangement with the communists, if they made an
arrangement, Le Van Kim made an arrangement, we would get a coalition government that
would be gobbled up fairly quickly by the communists. I don't disagree with that but I don't think
Kim and Big Minh or Dong really thought this would happen. I think they felt that they had a
going concern to sell to the North Vietnamese, that they could make deals because of personal
acquaintances. This is not to be confused by anybody who listens to this tape to the previous
period in which Ngo Dinh Nhu before his assassination is alleged to have sought contacts with
the communists. That, I've always felt, was pure and absolute bluff with the U.S. in order to try
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and get the U.S. to support him for fear that otherwise he might run to the communists. I don't
think the communists would ever have responded, given their basically favorable position,
despite their enormous sufferings and the demands put on them. They were basically in a
favorable position until we entered with full ground forces. I don't think the communists would
ever have deigned to even speak with Ngo Dinh Nhu or Diem, not to speak about making any
kind of deal.

However, these generals were a different matter. They might have been believable. What's more,
they had forged an alliance with the neutralist elements among the Buddhists groups. Some of
the Bonzes that we regarded with suspicion...

Q: Bonzes being Buddhist priests.
KATTENBURG: Correct.

I think here we have a clear clash between the gung ho element on the U.S. side, including many
in the Agency, but not everybody, and the more military oriented, more confrontationalist groups
(a difficult thing to summarize in a few words), and those who had retained some vestige of
knowledge of what diplomacy could accomplish if used properly. The great problem with post-
war American foreign policy to me has been that we lost the diplomatic art in the interim pretty
much to military confrontational thinking. We all had become political/military experts, but no
one was about to do smart maneuvering. That is what you needed in this situation. And it is what
I felt when I came back to Washington and that is also what I put in the report which is buried
over in DOD; never saw the light of day.

Q: When you came back and talked about making an agreement, was this anathema to even
mention this?

KATTENBURG: I think it was. Certainly anathema to ISA which was becoming more important
under Bill Bundy at that time. That is why when Bill Bundy came to State to take Roger
Hilsman's place in March of 1964, | was immediately "exiled" out of the Bureau to Policy
Planning.

Q: Was it your impression that with Bundy coming over from Defense the military solution took
over?

KATTENBURG: Right. The only correction I make to that statement would be that it wasn't so
much a military as what I would call a technocratic-managerial-McNamara attitude. One in
which we thought we could win by systematic systems theory.

Q: What I remember is the village count. The whole approach of the body count.
KATTENBURG: That's right. That whole type of approach, rather than our more conventional
State Department, diplomatic or political approach. Indeed, you are absolutely right. So we have

a very clear change in attitude. Now there is some modification of it when Max Taylor becomes
important in policy, but that was not until a few months later.
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Q: But during this time were you feeling increasingly isolated?

KATTENBURG: In the Regional Affairs unit of the Bureau I was very isolated from the
Vietnam policy thing, but at about this time, or not too long thereafter, Koren was moved from
Southeast Asian Affairs [I can't remember when this happened] and replaced by Bill Trueheart,
who had come back from Saigon. Then, in all honesty, I felt less isolated. Trueheart and I viewed
the situation very similarly.

Stu, I think you ought to interview Robert H. Johnson, who was a member of the policy planning
council for the Far East, who had come from the NSC staff some years previously. I think he
shifted at the beginning of the Kennedy Administration to SP (Policy Planning Council). Walt
Rostow had a good deal of confidence in Bob Johnson. Bob Johnson, too, was extremely dubious
about the Vietnam effort. I think we ought to point out that at this time the emphasis changed
more to whether or not we should bomb the North -- this became a key issue. Much more so than
what should we do with the problem of Vietnam. We didn't review the stakes at this time. And
that is one of the points I make in my book. I have a chapter called "Ten Key Decisions on
Vietnam" in which I deplore that we didn't review the stakes at a number of times. And that was
one of them.

I was in RA with Dick Usher who is a very decent guy, working on a variety of small problems,
including the Philippines again, for a very short time until Bundy came -- March, April. Bundy
got me out of the Bureau. Rostow agreed to take me on. I think there was an understanding that I
would leave Vietnam alone.

Q: You went to Policy Planning.
KATTENBURG: Right. To write a policy planning paper on the Philippines.

Q: Before we leave Vietnam, there was one place where you said, "how did I get on this without
talking about an NSC meeting..."”

KATTENBURG: Right. In August of 1963, after Lodge had arrived in Saigon and finally
presented credentials, which is the only time he saw Diem until the very last and futile meeting

just before the coup. He never saw him in the interim.
Q: Was this Lodge?

KATTENBURG: Lodge. This was Lodge's policy clearly. More Lodge's than the State
Department's. It was his way of handling -- keeping his distance.

Roger wanted to see me immediately after my return from Saigon August 30. I went to see him
and at that point the question was whether the coup would take place immediately at the end of
August, what we now call the abortive coup at the end of August 1963 had become red hot, and
he said, "You had better be ready to go to an EXCOM meeting of the National Security
Council." It was on August 31, 1963. It was at that meeting that I blurted out my dissent with the
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policy. I don't know if you recall this, but it has been written up ad nauseam. It is even in the
Pentagon Papers, although I didn't know at the time that it would be recorded.

What happened was that everybody was at that meeting, except the President. Johnson was
chairing it as Vice President. Rusk, McNamara, Forrestal, Hilsman, and Harriman were there.
Max Taylor was there as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. And a number of other famous people.
This was the meeting in which I imprudently said that we ought to get out with honor. I used the
term "with honor." It was clearly imprudent. As I have said in the personal note in my book that I
drew attention to, the reason I did it was not so much out of analysis or out of substantive feeling
that we could never achieve anything there, than it was out of being personally appalled after
about an hour of discussion at the low quality of the discourse. That these people didn't know a
damn thing about Vietnam. They really didn't. Now maybe I wasn't the greatest Vietnam expert
in the world, I didn't speak Vietnamese, but I had been around the issue a long time. Although I
hadn't served in the Embassy for a full tour, I had been on the Desk. I had lived the experience of
the French war and its wrenching agonies. So it was more that, I think, than anything else.

Q: Did you feel there was a great deal of posturing?

KATTENBURG: Yes, there was. But at this particular meeting they just said -- you can read the
account of the meeting, the account was written by "Brute" Krulak (Major General Krulak) of
the Marine Corps, who unbeknownst to us (I don't think Roger knew it either, as the meeting was
supposed to be totally off the record), was making notes for somebody, I don't know for whom.
He was the SACSA, Special Assistant for Counter-insurgency and Special Activities.

Q: Was it before or after he had made his tour over there?

KATTENBURG: Oh, it was before the tour. Before he and Mendenhall went out. The President
came back and said are you two guys certain you went to the same country. Krulak was certainly
very gung ho. In '63 we probably weren't doing that much better than earlier. It seems to me that
the macho factor that prevailed in 1961 was extenuated somewhat because by this time in '63
Kennedy had already made his American University speech which as I look upon it now in
retrospect strikes me as a very important policy statement. That is, I think Bobby and John
Kennedy had decided after the Cuban Missile Crisis, this was in October 1962, to get closer to
the Soviets and engage in some pre-detente diplomacy if possible. And that was what was
implied in the American University speech in April, 1963. I think as we look at the history of the
20th century that speech will rise in significance. We kept up a very strong stand against Fidel,
of course. We didn't change the Cuban policy. I don't want to ramble on. The point is that despite
this in '63 we weren't ready to review the stakes in Vietnam, just as we weren't ready when I
came back in '64.

I want to say here for the history of the State Department that we, as I put in my book and
mentioned names there, that there were a number of very good people in State [I mean by good,
not just able people but respectable people with credibility, more credibility than I probably had]
who felt the same way -- that we were barking up the wrong tree. And of course as everybody
knows the chief of those was George Ball who was the Deputy to Secretary Rusk. But I should
mention some of those in that group so that they may become better known. George Springsteen,
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who was Ball's chief assistant in his office [sort of an in-box guy], was also of the same mind,
probably because Ball felt that way. But Springsteen, I think, was extremely helpful in
facilitating what I would call the State Department dissenter club's work. We essentially staffed-
up many of the memos that Ball wrote. I don't want to take anything away from what Ball did,
but we produced many papers and pieces of junk and memos and I know one paragraph in the
July 15 memorandum to Johnson by Ball is verbatim something I wrote in a memo to George. So
George convened this group that included Bill Trueheart, in particular. And Bob Johnson, and
myself, and Carl Salans who was Deputy Legal Advisor [who later became a lawyer in Paris, but
I don't know where he is now]. And I am now probably leaving out a number of important
names...

Q: Well, you can add them.

KATTENBURG: Several of the people in INR, Alan Whiting, in particular. They were in
essence dissenters to the general course we were taking and wanted to get it back on the political
track.

skeksk

Q: So you were with Policy Planning from '64 to early '65...

KATTENBURG: From early '64 to mid '65. And I was able during that time to work in this
group of dissenters and ...

Q: One quick question. In this period, '64-'65, what was the role of Policy Planning as you saw
it? You hear about Policy Planning under George Kennan and slightly thereafter under the
Eisenhower Administration and then it almost disappears from one's radar. It is always there but
how important is it?

KATTENBURG: Well, I think a lot of it always depends on the chairman. I think Walt Rostow
had credibility and a very strong, aggressive personality at that point and was able to assert some
influence. I wouldn't say it was overwhelming. Now one of the reasons why I say that is because
we did a study, done legitimately out of Policy Planning that was initiated, pushed and driven
through by Robert H. Johnson, who I hope you will interview, on the potential impact of the
consequences of bombing North Vietnam. First we considered tit- for-tat bombing, then
retaliatory bombing on a more sustained basis, etc. and then outright bombing. This study took
place in the spring of 1964 and even ran through the summer, I believe, and the results were
contrary to what was wanted. It said bombing would have very few, if any, effects other than
pushing the Vietnamese to invading the South massively with ground forces. That whole study
which had a Pentagon and CIA participation was buried. I believe among others Dan Ellsberg
worked on it but I can't recall for sure, although I know I met him during that time -- Bob
Johnson would know.

Another study on the same subject took place under Bill Sullivan. Now Bill at that time was
sitting in Harriman's office. When he came on board sometime early in '64, maybe even in '63 --
well, he had been at the Laos conference of '62 and I guess he had been with Harriman and
stayed in his circle and became extremely important and influential in policy making on
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Indochina. I have the greatest admiration and respect for him and always have had. I like him
personally, we have always been friends, although never very close friends -- I would say more
acquaintances. I would go to see Bill whenever I felt I would not be imposing on him and talk
about Vietnam. He would always say "You are premature," or "You are too soon, just wait, hold
on." I will never forget that. Just hold it, it is going to go the way you think it should go. I wanted
an agreement. But I could see that as time went on we would get less and less out of an
agreement. Eventually we lose, in effect. Bill served Harriman as loyally as possible. He chaired
another study on the consequences of bombing which was more acceptable.

Subsequently Bundy took all this paper with him to Camp David right after the elections of the
Fall of 1964 and he came out with the famous options paper on Vietnam. Options A, B and C. I
really think Bundy, too, had his doubts about the policy. And I believe, as I have indicated in my
book, that McNaughton, who was over in the Pentagon and working for McNamara, replacing
Bundy as Director of ISA, had even greater doubts than Bundy. He was beginning to impart
these doubts to McNamara which eventually led to the McNamara dissent with the policy in the
Fall of '67. That all culminates in the Tet offensive in '68 and the abdication speech by Johnson.
There is no need to go into that here. But I did want to talk about the conditions under which I
was reallowed into EA.

L. MICHAEL RIVES
Political Officer
Hanoi (1951-1952)

L. Michael Rives was born in New York City in 1921 and raised in New Jersey.
After one year at Princeton, he joined the Marines and served until 1945. He
graduated from Princeton in 1947 with a degree in French. He took the Foreign
Service Exam on a whim and passed. He has also served in Germany, France, the
Congo, Burundi, Cambodia, Indonesia, and Canada. He was interviewed by
Charles Stuart Kennedy on July 25, 1995.

Q: Then after this experience they wanted to put you in Asia again, I guess.

RIVES: Yes, in Hanoi.

Q: You were in Hanoi from 1952 until when?

RIVES: '53, I think it was. About a year.

Q: Would you describe Hanoi at that period?

RIVES: It was a city that was beginning to be under siege. There was actually no shelling as
such. You could hear it all day and all night, and the French were gradually being beaten back.

There, again, I was a junior officer, a junior Vice Consul. I was in charge of visas and that kind
of thing. I also did reporting on the Chinese in North Vietnam. It was an attractive city, basically,
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like so many of the cities developed by the French. It had broad boulevards. The Consulate, I
must say, was perfectly beautiful. We had one of the best houses in Hanoi, the ground floor
being the Consulate itself, and myself and another vice consul occupied the top floor. It was
really very pleasant.

Q: Who was the Consul?

RIVES: Paul Sturm.

Q: Did you have much contact with the French while you were there?

RIVES: Oh, we dealt almost entirely with the French, because they were really in control.
Q: How did they look on America at that time?

RIVES: Well, I think they were torn. We were supporting them quite strongly in those days, and
so, obviously, they appreciated that, until we turned them down on Dien Bien Phu.

Q: The Korean War was going full force then, too.
RIVES: Yes, it was.

Q: Was there concern that the Chinese, having entered in the north, might also enter [the
conflict in Vietnam?]

RIVES: Yes and no. I don't know if the French really worried about that much. I was fortunate
enough, once, to take a trip to the last French outpost on the Chinese border. It really was
fascinating, to sort of sneak up there at night, and then spend a day there. It was commanded by a
Vietnamese colonel in the French army who was famous, because he was a real character. On
Sunday morning, we woke up to band music. We looked out and saw the regimental band
playing light music, like waltzes and such, as they would have played in the nineteenth century
in France. When he went out on patrol (he would always go out), he would fly his flag, and as he
approached each Chinese post on the other side of the frontier, they would lower their flags in
salute, because they knew who it was. In the end, they were beaten, but he was a real character.

Q: In your year in Hanoi, '53, did you have any contact with Vietnamese officials, or were there
any Vietnamese officials?

RIVES: There were a few, but most of the Vietnamese I dealt with were people like our landlord.

Q: What was the general feeling in the Consulate concerning the Viet Minh? Who were they, and
what did we think about them?

RIVES: We thought that everybody around us was Viet Minh, actually. We had a wonderful chef

in our apartment over the Consulate. We also had a perfectly gorgeous Vietnamese girl who took
care of us but who was married to a man we were all convinced was a Viet Minh. We had no

72



proof of that.

Q: Were any Americans targets of the Viet Minh?

RIVES: No, not while I was there.

Q: Was Ho Chi Minh a person one thought about?

RIVES: Yes, but at that time, as far as I was concerned, we followed the line, which was that Ho
Chi Minh was bad, etcetera, etcetera... [ don't think we had realized yet that he was a communist
but not a "real" communist, so to speak.

Q: Did you travel out in the countryside?

RIVES: Oh, you couldn't go out very far. Too dangerous. We used to go out and visit the
occasional Foreign Legion post on the outskirts of town, things like that, but we'd have to be
back in before dark.

Q: Did this make you feel, a bit, like you were under siege?

RIVES: Oh, yes. Definitely. Oh, yes.

Q: Where did you go to get out?

RIVES: We flew to Hong Kong, although Consul Sturm did not approve of anybody getting
leave. In the year I got one brief weekend there.

Q: Good God! This was your first smaller post... How did Consul Sturm operate.

RIVES: He was a brilliant political officer, bilingual in French, but "...as an administrator...[he
was] absolutely hopeless." I am quoting Ambassador Donald Heath's remarks on my efficiency
report, which were very bad by Paul Sturm, but Mr. Heath saved me by that kind of remark.

Q: What was your impression of the French military?

RIVES: They were good. Just to meet them like that... I don't know what you'd call them,
exactly, compared to the American military. I wouldn't have said they were as organized as we
were. They were a really gung ho bunch, and actually, most of them in the Hanoi area that [ met
were professionals. I met the officers and, of course, the Foreign Legion, people like that. They
had all sorts of odd people.

Q: What did we have in Hanoi... well, it would have to have been a Consulate at that time. Did
we have anything in Saigon?

RIVES: Yes, there was a full embassy in Saigon which supervised all three countries, Vietnam,
Laos, and Cambodia.
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Q: Did you go down there at all?

RIVES: Well, I stopped there on the way to Hanoi, but I didn't go back there again until I was
transferred to Laos as Charge, and then I went back.

Q: Sounds like they really kept you trapped!
RIVES: Yes, pretty much.
Q: What were the visa matters.

RIVES: A few Vietnamese tried to go the U.S., occasionally, and some Chinese. But they'd have
to have pretty legitimate reasons [to be approved] to go. A lot of them were trying to get out, you
know, that kind of thing.

Q: Were there any Americans there who were having problems?

RIVES: I can't remember any Americans there except at the Consulate and the AID mission --
we had an AID officer -- but that was all.

SCOTT COHEN
Foreign Broadcasting Information Service (FBIS) Officer
Saigon (1951-1953)

Scott Cohen was born in Boston. He joined the Foreign Broadcasting Information
Service (FBIS) in 1949 and served in Saigon (1951-1953). He then became an
assistant to Senator Charles Percy and served as a foreign affairs advisor to the
senator when he was on the Foreign Relations Committee. He was interviewed by
Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1990.

Q: You came into the FBIS in 1949. I would like to focus on your experience. You went to Saigon
in1951.

COHEN: Yes, I arrived there the first week of February 1951 to complete a negotiation with the
French High Command and the Vietnamese Army for a joint radio monitoring operation out of a
suburb of Saigon. That was quickly concluded, and I think we were reporting as soon as the
second or third week, maybe the third week in February 1951, by radio teletype to Washington.

Q: What was your impression of Saigon? This was '51. What was the situation there?
COHEN: Saigon then was a beautiful French provincial town with an educated middle class, a

very attractive people, who, to a large extent, were fascinated with the French way of life and
adopted much of French style and culture. Next to Saigon was the city of Cholon with half a
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million Chinese who maintained their own culture and seemed less interested in French culture.

The political situation, it was the time of the Bao Dai experiment when Bao Dai was named
emperor of Vietnam, largely due to American pressure on the French to establish some
Vietnamese government that had a semblance of credibility and integrity. But, in fact, he was a
puppet of the French. And in his ministries, there were installed Vietnamese at the top level and
beside them French advisors, who, to a great extent, ran those ministries. They had more
experience, but that's not why they were running them. They were running them because France
was in charge. It was called the Union of Associated States of Indochina, which included
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. There was clear French control, and the French were also
training, under Bao Dai, a Vietnamese army of indifferent quality.

Q: If you had to deal with any problems, did you go to the Vietnamese or to the French?

COHEN: I had counterparts in the monitoring business, a French commandant whose name was
Besnier, a very impressive man in the French High Command -- I guess that's the rank of major
in our army -- and a Vietnamese colonel representing the Vietnamese Army. I had the smoothest
of relations with them. And when there were difficulties, I could meet with them and resolve the
difficulties very easily. We had a similar goal: to find out what the dissident radio stations were
broadcasting. And there were many. It wasn't just the Viet Minh at that time. Even the Cao Dai
had a radio station.

Q: Cao Dai being sort of a religious sect, weren't they?

COHEN: A religious and political sect. I knew their Pope who had a spiritual bent and an army
of ten thousand, a very interesting man, and some day I'd like to tell the story of the Cao Dai. I
got to know him on a very personal basis and went to Tay-Ninh, his capital, forty miles from
Saigon, many times. But there was also a Buddhist sect with a radio station. I suppose, at any
given time, there were about ten to fifteen different authorities broadcasting in Vietnam, and
what they were saying was important to us.

Q: Were we only listening there to monitor them, or were we using it also as a monitoring
station for other areas, too?

COHEN: We were interested only in Indochina. There was a larger monitoring station in the
Pacific which listened to China.

Q: I see. You came back to Washington in 1952?

RICHARD C. MATHERON
Special Technical and Economic Mission
Saigon (1951-1953)

Special Technical and Economic Mission
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Hue (1953-1956)

Richard C. Matheron was born in California in 1927. He joined ECA in 1949 and
in 1956 became a Foreign Service Officer serving in France, Vietnam, Italy,
Nigeria, Cameroon, Upper Volta, Madagascar, and was ambassador to
Swaziland. He was interviewed by Lee Cotterman in 1989.

MATHERON: After being in Paris for two years as a records and communications person, |
wanted to get into more substantive work. I was able to get an assignment to the Special
Technical and Economic Mission in Saigon, which was opened there in 1951. Robert Blum was
the first mission chief. I spent from 1951 to 1957 in Vietnam, of course with home leave and
other trips outside the country.

It was particularly when I was assigned to Hue in 1953 as the only American official in Central
Vietnam that I got interested in political work. My responsibilities had to do with economic
development, but every time [ went to Saigon, I was invited over to the embassy to chat with the
ambassador and DCM about developments in Hue, which was the former imperial capital, where
there were still members of the royal family.

Q: Was that Ambassador Heath, sir?

MATHERON: That was Ambassador Heath. Ed Gullion was DCM, followed by -- all of a
sudden his name escapes me, [later Ambassador Matheron recalled it was Robert (Rob)
McClintock], and I'm really embarrassed, because he is one of the people who most inspired me.
Pat Byrne was at the embassy at that time. I think you were there yourself about that time.

Q: Yes, I was. I left in about October 1953 for an administrative position in the embassy, where
1'd been for two years, just before Dienbienphu, as a matter of fact.

MATHERON: I was in Hue at the time of Dienbienphu, when all the French troops were taken
out of Hue. I remember that the embassy thought that we ought to completely close down our
operation in Hue, but I was able to prevail upon the ambassador to let us go back. There were
two of us. Because we had the assurances of the French general that if he had to evacuate, he
would take us with him. I thought that the Vietnamese were looking so carefully at what we were
doing that it would cause panic if we pulled out first. They thought that even though I was the
economic mission person, I must be wired into the White House directly. They almost used to
camp on the doorstep to see whether we were going to stay in the area.

Anyway, the point I was trying to make was that because of the encouragement of friends from
the embassy, I really thought that I wanted a career as a Foreign Service officer. Another person
who encouraged me to take the Foreign Service exam was John Gunther Dean, who was also in
the economic mission at that time, and who was just about ready to become a Foreign Service
officer himself. He has gone on to a fantastic career. I think he's had at least five different
ambassadorships in the last few years.

But to make a long story short, I took the written examination at the embassy in 1955, and passed
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the exam, much to my surprise. In 1956, I took my oral exam in the ambassador's office.
Reinhardt was ambassador at that time, and it was he and Mack Godley, who was chargé
d'affaires in Cambodia, and another man, later recalled to be Consul General in Singapore,
"Durby" Durbrow, as chairman. I took the exam in Saigon. Those were the old days when they
asked you to sit outside while they deliberated on whether you had passed or not. I went outside.

Q: And nervously sat there outside.

MATHERON: Sat outside for about half an hour or 45 minutes. I'd been asked one question to
which the chairman of the board had said I was dead wrong in my answer, and I was quite
convinced I was right. I had said that the Chinese Exclusion Act was enacted in 1882. Chairman
Durbrow insisted it was much later. I didn't know whether he was testing me for my knowledge
or whether he was testing my willingness to stand up and defend a position, but I defended it. |
was very happy there was an Encyclopedia Britannica in the ambassador's outer office, and so
while these gentlemen were deliberating, I looked up my question and knew I was right. [ was
practically holding it in my hand, ready to defend my position again if he'd come out and said I
hadn't passed the exam. But when he came out and shook my hand and congratulated me on
passing it, I didn't press the issue any further.

I then left what was not yet AID, I think it was called MSA in those days or United States
Operations Mission, and became a full-fledged Foreign Service officer in May of 1957, when I
went to the A-100 course. My first assignment as an FSO was in Rome as commercial officer.

BERTHA POTTS
Cultural Affairs Officer, USIS
Saigon (1952-1954)
Bertha Potts was born in California in 1915. After receiving her degree from San
Jose State College, she became a member of the WACS. Her career has included
positions in Bangkok, Saigon, Lyon, Algiers, Vientiane, and Rabat. Ms. Potts was
interviewed by Howell S. Teeple on February 19, 1999.
POTTS: Just two years. Then I got the orders to Saigon.
Q: Did you still remember your 100 hours of Berlitz French?

POTTS: I had to do a little review which I did in Redwood City on home leave with my mother.
I found a student at Stanford University who helped me.

Q: This was 1952 or 1953?
POTTS: This was 1952. I spent 1952-54 in Saigon.

Q: Again as a cultural officer?
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POTTS: Yes.

Q: This was before any real buildup of our forces in Vietnam.
POTTS: Oh, yes. We were not involved at all.

Q: But it was at the time of the French debacle there.

POTTS: Yes, and I was there at the time of Dien Bien Phu. I was there the day we were all
assigned to go down to the docks where people were coming off ships, the great exodus from the
north. We were given tins of milk to hand to the people and were asked to give them only to the
elderly, pregnant women or little children.

Q: These were Vietnamese refugees from the north?

POTTS: Yes. They were so afraid of us that they wouldn’t even take the milk. They thought we
were going to poison them.

Q: Did they think you were French?

POTTS: No, they thought from their experience in the north that we were going to poison them.

WILLIAM J. CUNNINGHAM
General Services Assistant
Saigon (1952-1954)

William J. Cunningham was born in Santa Monica, California in 1926 and
educated at the University of New Mexico. He entered the Foreign Service in
1949. His career included posts in Prague, Seoul, Tokyo, Saigon, Sapporo,
Phnom Penh and Taipei. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1997.

CUNNINGHAM: The upshot of all of this was that by 1952 the eligibility on the written
examination had expired. I had to go to square one and start all over again because I didn’t have
enough French to meet the language requirement. I didn’t have enough Spanish either though I
had studied Spanish at the University of New Mexico. My French by this time was better than
my Spanish so I decided that I had better emphasize that. When I got to Washington in the
summer of 1952 and went into Foreign Service personnel in the Department, I said, “I want to
pass the Foreign Service examination but [ need a language to do it. French is the one I am
working on and I don’t want to leave Asia.” They said, “Great, we will send you to Saigon.” So I
went to Saigon in September of 1952.

Q: How long were you there?
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CUNNINGHAM: I was assigned there until November of 1954.
Q: How long were you actually there?

CUNNINGHAM: I was there all that time — 26 months. The reason I say assigned there was
because from July of 1954 to November of 1954 1 was working half time in each of two posts - -
in Phnom Penh and in Saigon. Again I was in an administrative capacity. When I arrived in
Saigon I was assigned as a general services assistant so [ was taking care of property, effects,
shipping, all kinds of stuff like that, the usual general services work. It was a very large
establishment that we had there. We had something like 20 or 25 residences and a couple of
apartment buildings.

In the spring of 1954 the final military defeat of the French occurred at Dien Bien Phu and the
five powers - Russia, the U.S., Britain, France and China - were convening in Geneva again to
try to sort out the Asian situation in the wake of the Korean War which had concluded the
previous summer in 1953 with the armistice agreement. They reached an agreement on
Indochina. The deal was that the French would get out and that the three Indochina states would
become fully independent sovereign countries. Up to that time they had been known as the
Associated States of the French Commonwealth, or something like that.

The American ambassador in Saigon, Donald Heath, was accredited also to the governments of
Laos and Cambodia. With the entry into force of the Geneva accords on the first of July 1954,
U.S. diplomatic representation in Vientiane and Phnom Penh was to be raised to full diplomatic
status and we were to have a resident ambassador in each of those posts rather than a chargé
d’affaires.

The embassy in Cambodia on the first of July or the 30th of June, 1954 consisted of a chargé
d’affaires, Joseph Montllor, a code clerk, another guy who was ostensibly an embassy staffer but
was actually the CIA station chief though a very junior one, an AID representative, and a USIS
officer. There were five Americans in the American country team in Cambodia at that time. All
of this was going to change and a full embassy was going to be instituted there.

Robert McClintock, who was deputy chief of mission in Saigon at this time, was designated to be
the first resident American ambassador in Phnom Penh. He had become aware of my work in the
general services section of the American embassy and he said, “I know whom I want as my
administrative officer. I want Bill Cunningham,” who was at this time an FSS-11. I think I had
lost the temporary ten and had fallen back to an 11. He asked me if I would like to do it and I
said, “Sure.” I felt confident that I could do it.

Off I went at the beginning of July to Phnom Penh. We used to have the CIA airline, Civil Air
Transport or CAT, as it was known, which operated throughout Asia and it had a regular flight
twice a week up to Phnom Penh. What I used to do was catch a plane Monday morning and fly
up to Phnom Penh, work there until Thursday at noon, and catch the afternoon flight back to
Saigon. Because I had no replacement in Saigon and they couldn’t release me, I would work my
job in Saigon Thursday evening, Friday, Saturday, and a good part of Sunday, then I would take
off again on Monday morning to Phnom Penh to help them with their administrative work there.
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That was a real adventure.

The American embassy up until the first of July 1954 had been located on the second floor of a
little downtown building in Phnom Penh not far from the banks of the Tonle Sap, which flows
into the Mekong a few miles farther south. The office was over the top of a pepper shop that was
owned by a French colonial woman, and the building faced the broad, tree-lined mall, which ran
from the front of the railway station a kilometer away right down to the Tonle Sap. . She had
been there for a long time and her husband started a pepper plantation. He died and she was a
widow and she was selling pepper. She was a rather difficult person. There was no way that we
could expand there and we had to find someplace else to put the embassy.

There was a building under construction elsewhere in Phnom Penh being erected by a Sino-
Cambodian businessman. Montllor had thought of that building and said that would make a great
building for our American diplomatic establishment that was going to be set up there. “But,” he
said, “it is only a two story building. If we could get him to add two floors to the building it will
work and we will have enough space.” I got a hold of the architect who was a Frenchman. He
had designed the building and I talked with him. He said, “Yes, this foundation is strong enough
and we can put two more floors on top of the building.”

We then got in the midst of a very complicated deal to figure out how we were going to get these
two floors added to this building and get it done in time to be able to accommodate the growing
staff. People were already beginning to come up from Saigon and elsewhere to report in. We had
to find some kind of office space for them because this space over the top of the pepper shop was
not going to be adequate.

There was a lot of AID counterpart money around at that point. I can’t remember all the
particulars now but I became deeply involved with negotiations with the Sino-Cambodian
businessman, the architect, and the AID comptroller to figure out some way whereby we could
front money for the construction of the building and then credit that against the eventual lease
payments that we would make to this businessman. We worked out a deal, and work began on
the building with a total of four floors, configured to requirements of the Embassy. I managed to
get this worked out about September or October.

Meantime, the U.S. official establishment was growing and I had to find temporary office space,
so I started looking around town. Somebody said there was an abandoned Masonic lodge in the
other part of town that would make pretty good temporary quarters for us. I went and looked it
over, and negotiated a lease on that.

Now this Masonic lodge was a very substantial large two-story building and it was built in the
colonial style, which is to say with 15 foot ceilings and very large windows that were closed by
shutters. There were no glass windows in it, and there was no way of cutting off the outside air.
You couldn’t air condition the building without installing glass windows. That would be too
expensive of a job to do, particularly since it was temporary space. What I had to do was get
ceiling fans installed in the building and somehow or other make it comfortable. McClintock was
very good about this.
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The fortunate thing was that we moved in there in I think September of 1954 and about that time
of the year the humidity begins to decline in Cambodia, and the weather becomes cooler. It
becomes bearable, if you have a ceiling fan and dress informally. I had spent enough time up in
Cambodia seeing friends over the previous two years that I knew that would work. My gambit
was to get everybody into the old Masonic lodge over the cool months and get the four-story
embassy building completed before the monsoon hit in April. In late March, early April, it really
starts to heat up. By the middle of April you are just praying for the first rain in Cambodia to
cool things off.

That year I worked harder than I think I have ever worked almost any other time in my life. I was
working two jobs up until November. Finally a replacement for me in Saigon arrived in
November and I was then able to move full time up to Cambodia and act as the administrative
officer there.

Q: I would like to go back to your arrival now and then we will pick up Cambodia again. I would
like to go back to September of ’52 when you arrived. Who was ambassador? Can you sort of
describe the atmosphere in Saigon at that time?

CUNNINGHAM: Donald Heath was ambassador to the three Associated States of Indochina - -
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, resident in Saigon at that time. This war had been going on by
then almost six years since the collapse of the negotiations between the French and Ho Chi
Minh. The French were not making it; it was quite obvious.

It was not safe to travel in the countryside. In fact shortly before I arrived in Saigon two
American women on the staff of the Embassy had been shot on the golf course, which was just
on the outskirts of Saigon, by the guerillas. Whenever you went into a movie theater in Saigon in
those days you were shaken down because it used to be a habit of the Viet Minh to go into the
movies, carry a bomb in, and roll it down under the seats so that it would go off in the front of
the movie theater. That had happened a few times. On rue Catinat (later Tu Do), here was a little
hill that went down towards the Saigon River with open-air French style cafes on both sides. Viet
Minh sympathizers or agents would sometimes ride by in cyclopousses and throw a bomb into
the cafes as they went through. There were no incidents of this kind as I recall during the time
that I was in Saigon but there had been earlier on and there were precautions of various kinds.

You could not travel outside of the city safely. You could go up to Dalat, which was the hill
station, but you had to go by military convoy and they only went twice a week. I made that trip a
couple of times. Sometimes it was safe to travel to Cap St. Jacques, now called Vung Tau, which
was the beach resort down at the mouth of the Saigon River. In general the government... (end
of tape)

Q: You were saying there were times you could travel?
CUNNINGHAM: Yes, we could travel safely to other parts of South Vietnam at times, and other
times you could not. I would say about half the time I was there, it was not safe to travel outside

of the city of Saigon except in military convoy and even in some cases military convoys were not
safe and were brought under attack.
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The French were very suspicious of our involvement in Vietnam. They felt we were trying to
take over their colony for them, or in some way evict them from Vietnam. We were trying to
assure them that we were not interested in displacing them, but we felt it was necessary to give
the South Vietnamese more independence, more latitude, in order to be more willing to support
the war against the Viet Minh. That was generally the atmosphere as I recall it at that time.

Q: Before the Geneva accords in "54, what was the situation? In °52 was all of Vietnam a French
colony or did we have a real embassy there?

CUNNINGHAM: We had a real embassy in Saigon, yes, and a consul general in Hanoi. That
embassy had been established in about 1950 at which time the French had changed the
relationship of Vietnam to France to something like a commonwealth country. Bao Dai was on
the throne still as the “emperor” of Vietnam, but there was a French governor general and the
French had very strong influence over the governing of Vietnam. There was a civil Vietnamese
Government, with a President, Vice President and legislature. Vietnam, however, was not a truly
independent country and my impression was it was not even as independent as Canada was at the
time. For example, the Vietnamese piaster was linked to the French franc and the French set the
exchange rate for the piaster. The Vietnamese did not have independent control of the value of
their own currency. There was the same kind of thing as the British practice, commonwealth
preference, so far as the importation and exportation of goods from Vietnam was concerned. It
was part of the Franc bloc and it was a possession of the French.

There were about 250,000 troops engaged in the military effort against the Viet Minh at the time.
It was a combination of French troops, French colonials from Senegal, Algeria, and other places
in the French empire, and Vietnamese troops. There was not an independent Vietnamese army.
The army of Vietnam was established about 1953 when de Lattre de Tassigny came out and
established the first battalion of an independent army of the Republic of Vietnam. Prior to that
time all of the Vietnamese troops were simply troops in the French armed forces fighting against
the Viet Minh. It was not a fully sovereign country. It had limited self-rule within the French
Commonwealth.

Cambodia was a little bit more independent. It was a protectorate of France and the French were
responsible for defense and foreign relations, and the Cambodians were responsible for internal
administration but always under the direction of a French prefect. The same was pretty much true
of Laos, also.

Q: What was the attitude of the staff of the American embassy in Saigon towards the French at
that time?

CUNNINGHAM: I’'m trying to think back now to this. We were really walking a bit of a
tightrope there. On the one hand we were trying to maintain a cordial relationship with the
French and persuade them that it was our intention to support their defense of Vietnam against
communist aggression. At the same time I think we were growing more and more aware of the
importance of nationalism as an element in the political situation in Vietnam, and we were trying
to cultivate some good will I suppose with the Vietnamese. That’s about as closely as I can
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characterize it at the time.

Q: I was just wondering whether it was one of these things where we were sort of thinking of the
French as not really doing things very well and we could do it better and all of that?

CUNNINGHAM: Well there was a certain amount of that, certainly, so far as the prosecution of
the war was concerned, and a lot of criticism of the French conduct of the military campaign,
particularly that they were conducting it as a colonial war rather than as a war for the sovereign
integrity of Vietnam as a sovereign country entitled to self-rule. We thought they ought to give
the Vietnamese a little more latitude.

Q: What about the events leading up to and including the end of that at Dien Bien Phu, which
really started at the beginning of 1954? What was our reaction to that?

CUNNINGHAM: As I recall, the Americans were just as much taken by surprise by the way
Dien Bien Phu turned out as the French were. I don’t recall that there was that much skepticism
on the part of the Americans, particularly the military advisors there. I could be mistaken on this
but I don’t recall that the Americans were advising the French not to concentrate their forces in
Dien Bien Phu. It was quite evident by the time that the French elected this strategy, that the
French war against the Viet Minh was not succeeding and that the Viet Minh were gradually
gaining, and gaining, and gaining. Something had to be done. The French elected to concentrate
a very large force at Dien Bien Phu. I don’t think that the Americans advised them against it, that
is not my impression.

Of course for a time the French concentrated forces up there and everything seemed to be going
well. At first they were not being brought under attack. What no one expected was that the Viet
Minh would be able to lug, and actually would lug, artillery over the mountainous terrain and set
it up on the perimeter around the valley. I do recall at the time somebody saying — I think it was
one of the military groups there — that the French didn’t think they needed to take the high
ground. Of course now they were being finished off like fish in a barrel.

Q: What about social life there? Were the Vietnamese included in the social life or was it pretty
much with the French?

CUNNINGHAM: A lot of it was with the French and what social life there was involving the
Vietnamese | think was to some extent... There were some people in the embassy now who
worked very hard at cultivating the Vietnamese. What you have to understand is we had no
Vietnamese language officers in the embassy at that time. All conversation with the Vietnamese
was conducted in French. Therefore you had contact only with Vietnamese who spoke English or
French. If you had contact with a Vietnamese who spoke neither English nor French, it was via
an interpreter and it was English to French to Vietnamese most typically. There were very few
people who could interpret between English and Vietnamese. A few of my Vietnamese staff in
the embassy, for example, spoke English but there were only two whom I relied upon to serve as
interpreters to Vietnamese contractors, vendors, and so forth, who I dealt with in the general
services office.
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Q: Was there any concern about penetration of our embassy by the Viet Minh?

CUNNINGHAM: Not that I recall, no. We did not feel particularly vulnerable in that respect.
The French were the ones who were the objects of antagonism for the Vietnamese and I don’t
recall that we necessarily felt vulnerable to the Viet Minh.

Q: Was there any concern as Dien Bien Phu was really going through its last agony that we
might intervene? I know the French were trying to get us to intervene and it was being
considered back in Washington. I was wondering what the attitude was in Vietnam?

CUNNINGHAM: I think the attitude in Saigon at that point was that it was hopeless. Dien Bien
Phu was gone. It was over with. It was finished. You see one thing that happened was, during the
period of Dien Bien Phu I remember very clearly one morning while the final battles were going
on over there we were all awaken by a huge explosion about 4:00 in the morning. The Viet Minh
sappers had gotten through the perimeter and blown up the P.O.L. dump, which was out in one
part of town. Then about a half-hour to 45 minutes later there was another huge explosion. This
one was closer in, and it was the French army’s ammo dump.

So here at a time when the French army was fighting for its life in Dien Bien Phu the sappers had
blown up the P.O.L. supply and blown up the ammo dump in Saigon. That convinced everybody
in the establishment, I think, that it was over with. If the French could not protect their main
stronghold in South Vietnam at a time when their army was under attack and fighting for its life
in the north, they were not going to be able to hold onto Vietnam; that was the end of it. Of
course the negotiations at this time were beginning to pick up in Geneva, so the handwriting on
the wall was very clear. Everybody knew that it was over at that point.

Those two explosions by the way broke windows in the ambassador’s residence and I had to get
busy the next morning. As a matter of fact what made McClintock pick me out a few weeks later
to be his Administrative Officer in Phnom Penh was that I got the windows in his residence fixed
very quickly. That’s how I got my job in Cambodia. It was truly an extraordinary opportunity. I
was an FSS-11 or maybe an FSS-10 at the time. I had a minor supervisory position. I had no
training in fiscal or personnel management, which are major responsibilities of an administrative
officer. I did like managing things and getting difficult jobs done. And I was still single, mobile,
young, and adventurous.

Q: Such are Foreign Service careers made.

CUNNINGHAM: That’s right.

Q: Coming back to Phnom Penbh...

CUNNINGHAM: There are a couple of more things that I would like to say about Saigon before
we leave it, and again it is sort of a personal reflection on it. Once the Geneva accords were
agreed to, 90 days was allowed for people to evacuate from the north to the south, and of course

the French also were given 90 days to get their troops out.
There were three things that I remember very clearly about this period. One was the speed with
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which the French pulled out. They pulled out so fast that we actually began to protest that they
were leaving too quickly and they were going to cause the collapse of Vietnam particularly by

departing so quickly. I think all the French troops were out within 60 days rather than 90. They
were not interested in staying any longer at all.

The second thing is the arrival of Ngo Dinh Diem. I remember very clearly the day that he
arrived; it was in early July of 1954. It was the first time in my life that I saw spontaneous
demonstrations in the streets of Saigon or almost anywhere. There weren’t a lot of people that
came out but people did come out and I remember that there was sort of a spontaneity and
optimism about his arrival and the welcome that he was given at that time.

The third thing that I remember is the evacuation of refugees from North Vietnam. There was a
huge stream of them. There was an airlift almost constantly from North Vietnam into Ton Son
Nhut airport. I was out at the airport frequently on other business and every time I went out there,
there were transport planes of all descriptions, one after another, landing and discharging North
Vietnamese refugees. This was a major airlift, with planes of all descriptions landing one after
the other. Again I remember these people coming off of those planes and having a dazed look
about them. These were people who had been uprooted from their ancestral villages where their
families had lived for generations and they were brought into a strange land. Their dress was
different. Their language was different. They didn’t know where they were. It was really a very
moving and pathetic sight.

Not only that, I remember very well the transport ships. American military transports were
finally pressed into service to help evacuate North Vietnamese from North Vietnam to South
Vietnam within the 90-day period, and they were jammed. Those ships were pulling up in the
Saigon River right across the street from the Majestic Hotel at the foot of Rue Catinat, or Tu Do
as it was later called, and there were people all over the decks; they were burdened with people.
A lot of them were people who were not allowed to leave their villages and go to the evacuation
ports. They had actually launched themselves into the sea on whatever kind of craft, or even just
a floating piece of wood that they could get, to get out into the shipping lanes and be picked up
by ships that were coming south.

There were several hundred thousands who evacuated in that period to South Vietnam. That left
a very deep impression on me. Within five years I had seen people fleeing tyranny in three
different countries, in two different parts of the world, and those are indelible memories that I
just can’t forget. I think they have to be part of the record nowadays. Those of us who remember
have to let others know what the experiences were like. Anyway, that’s pretty much it for
Saigon.

HOWARD R. SIMPSON
Press Officer
Saigon (1952-1955)

Information Officer

85



Saigon (1964-1965)

Howard R. Simpson was born in 1925 and raised in Alameda, California. In
1943, he was drafted into the Army and served three dutiful campaigns in the
European Theater. He returned to the United States in 1945, and, under the
influence of the GI Bill, continued his educational ambitions in San Francisco
and later in Paris. Simpson joined the Foreign Service in 1951, where he served
in Vietnam, Nigeria, France, and Algeria. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart
Kennedy on January 10th, 1994.

SIMPSON: Well, my first assignment was Saigon and I was assigned to Saigon as an
information clerk.

Q: This was in '51?

SIMPSON: This is in '51 as an information clerk. I got there in '52 after the Washington training.
And I arrived there and Lee Brady was the Public Affairs Officer and I was immediately caught
up in this thing. The Foreign Service in those days was a little different. There were a lot of
opportunities. It wasn't so stratified. And within a very short time I found myself Assistant Press
Officer and then a short time later Embassy Press Officer. And with that situation in Indochina
during the war. The French war. It meant that I was also assigned later as Official War
Correspondent to the French, Franco-Vietnamese forces, fighting the Viet Minh at the time.

Q: 1 just want to nail down the dates, you came into the State Department in '51 and you went
almost out immediately to Saigon. So you were there from '52 until...?

SIMPSON: I was there from '52 until '55.

Q: 55 okay. When you got to Saigon, in the first place, was our Embassy in Saigon? What did we
have in Hanoi?

SIMPSON: We had a consulate in Hanoi and we had, when I first got to Saigon, it was an
Embassy but it had been a Legation before that. But it had become an Embassy that was serving
the Associated States of Indochina -- Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. Ambassador Donald Heath
was the man in place at the time and there was the USIS organization as far as information. And
the American Aid Mission had a big information operation and there was quite a bit of
duplication, a little rivalry because they had all the money.

Q: Oh yes.

SIMPSON: And it was finally pulled together. It finally worked out all right. But it was a very
colorful time. I mean Saigon in those days was a -- you could say it was a bachelor's dream. It
was sort of a Terry and the Pirates atmosphere, good food, good drink, the war at your doorstep.
Strange things going on all over and you learned very fast the realities of intrigue and the
variations of shades of grey.
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Q: The war at that point was with the Viet Minh.
SIMPSON: That's right.
Q: And was this down in the Saigon area as well as up in the delta area, the Red River area?

SIMPSON: The fighting in the North was more structured, it was, Giap had produced and
brought out his divisions and the Delta French had a lot of severe blows up there, they were
struggling to contain. At the same time the war was going on in the South, more in a guerrilla
mode with the railroads being blown up and land mines on the roads. Saigon closed down, I
mean the roads were closed at about 5 o'clock and you couldn't travel on them, any roads leading
out of Saigon, going or coming, you couldn't move. And the villages were all sort of buttoned
down at a certain hour. Pillboxes and all that sort of thing, so the war was in the South as well as
in the North but it was more guerrilla sporadic in the South.

Q: What were your impressions of the Embassy during this period. In the first place how did
Donald Heath operate?

SIMPSON: Well I think that, looking back on it, I think it operated pretty well considering that it
was a comparatively small Embassy to cover such a big spread of territory. Heath was a
professional with a wry sense of humor and a great temper that didn't usually show itself unless
he was provoked. He also wore a broad brimmed fedora all the time which was sort of his mark
and we, the young Turks of the Embassy, sometimes accused him of being too conservative and
following the French line. But I don't think we were aware at that time, one of our big objectives
was to keep France active in NATO and on-the-line in Europe and that any slight problem in
Indochina would reflect there too. The French were just beginning to tire of that whole war out
there and they had lost a lot of people. And we were moving in to pay for a lot of it. So the
Embassy was busy in a reporting mode in the field as well as in Saigon, politicians and all that
and the attachés, military attachés were busy all the time and the military aid mission -- MAAG -
- Military Aid and Advisory Group, was running what they'd call end-use missions out in the
field. They would go check on American equipment to see how it was being used and the French
would have these tactics where they would be using the new equipment brought in for
Vietnamese units and they'd hear that an end-use mission was coming. So they'd rush this
equipment back to the Vietnamese. So the Americans when they visited would see it and then the
French would take it back again. I used to accompany these end-use missions from the
information side, you know to show American aid was reaching the Vietnamese, etc. And often
the French jeep that was suppose to arrive at 10 in the morning didn't arrive until 1 in the
afternoon. The best ploy that the French had to keep us away from any real source of material
was the big lunch, the big noontime lunch. Where you'd start with pastis, whatever, and then
you'd go through a couple of wines under the hot tropical sun and then you'd have some cognac
or Armagnac and by the time you come from that you'd be practically prolapsed and it'd be too
late. It'd be time to close the road so you'd have to rush back to wherever you were going.

Q: What were our military attachés doing -- what was our military role at that time?

SIMPSON: We had decided that the French were fighting the good fight in Indochina. This was

87



primarily because of the Korean War and we were trying -- you know the Domino Theory --
trying to keep Southeast Asia and that peninsula out of communist hands. So the American
military had to liaise very closely with the French. In the field as well as in Saigon and all this
American equipment was pouring in including aircraft, tanks, etc. So there was a lot of working
together there and there were a lot of visitors. You know the usual VIP visitors from the
Pentagon, from Washington or from the Philippines or from the American bases in Tokyo. And
the object was to see that the French got what they needed and then hopefully that they were
using it the way it should be used. We were supplying not just equipment but also the money. So
in other words, they were holding the left flank in the Far East as far as Washington was
concerned. And the French government, one government after another was falling in France
often and the Indochina issue was hot. There was a lot of opposition to the war and the army was
getting fed-up because they figured they weren't getting what they needed. So it was a constant
crisis situation.

Q: What sort of contacts did you have with the French for example?

SIMPSON: Well we had constant contacts with them because we worked with their information
service, we were involved in psychological warfare at that time. This was interesting because the
Foreign Service Institute hardly prepared you for that sort of thing. And one of the first
assignments I was given, being press officer, being in Saigon was, "Don't forget Tuesday is the
meeting of the Joint Psychological Warfare Board. And you're going to be the American
representative." I knew very little about psychological warfare as did most of the people on the
board. This was a joint, there were Vietnamese, French and Americans who sat down and the
presiding officer was a French colonel, a parachute officer, who thought propaganda was a joke,
anyway. But we had these meetings. That was one way we were working with the French
closely. Then we had contacts with a lot of French newspapermen, a lot of media representatives
that we were in constant touch with. And also the French, let's see: there was the government
information, the army information. They were both sort of competing, we had to touch base with
them all the time. And then there were the French officials, who were on the scene. And then
there was Hanoi, we'd travel up to Hanoi quite often and there was a different picture up there.

Q: What was the situation around Hanoi?

SIMPSON: It was, you know, Saigon is sort of a garden spot, everything grows, a beautiful city.
At least it can be. But Hanoi is sort of grey. The weather can be very bad, you get grey skies,
grey streets, rain, the people, some of them are dressed in grey, black. And it's just a different
atmosphere altogether. Add to that the fact that the hot war was going on up there. It was
altogether a different atmosphere. You arrive in Hanoi, there were tanks parked. Everybody
driving in Saigon, officers driving in jeeps would be driving very slowly and probably well
dressed. Up there they'd be whipping through the streets in camouflage outfits and mud all over
their jeeps. So you had a different atmosphere and the Tonkinese had been fighting in that war on
either side for so long that there was a totally different picture. And you realized how serious the
war was. It wasn't guerrilla anymore, we're talking divisions and artillery and all that sort of
thing.

Q: What was the feeling about, at that time, the Viet Minh in the Embassy. How did we feel about
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that?

SIMPSON: Well there were, I suppose you could say there were, two schools of thought, in a
way. There were those -- Americans -- who would specialize not so much in Indochina but in
Southeast Asia who realized that possibly a golden opportunity had been missed with Ho Chi
Minh. You know right after the war when we had helped his fledgling army fight the Japanese in
Tonkin. The OSS, that had been lost because we'd gone ahead with the French and had followed
through and yet there was still a possibility. There was always talk of a third force. But nobody
knew really what the bloody third force was but everybody was looking for it! And then there
was the other side that saw it more in black and white. That the Viet Minh were the vanguard of
the Chinese armies that would eventually move down like they had in China and extend their
power. And the Viet Minh would be their frontmen all throughout Southeast Asia. And so there
was some confusion there and also the other problem was that the Viet Minh, placing them in the
context of France's future, one of our great goals was to build up the Vietnamese National Army
which eventually became the ARVN but there was no backbone there. I don't mean they weren't
brave and a lot of them did fight well, but there was no cadre, no reason, no national reason.
Whereas the Viet Minh were schooled and trained and believed so much in their cause that they'd
take heavy losses and still keep coming back. As they always did. Whereas the National Army,
they'd throw these units together, they'd have a French officer. They'd try time and time again.
They'd go out on an operation and then they'd just get chopped to pieces because they just did
not operate well. And that was our big goal. To build a National Army that would take over the
role of national operations.

Q: Did you have a feeling that, we're talking about this time, and here the French were in charge
and we're talking about this fighting in a battle that eventually they're going to lose. But the
French and Americans have never mixed well together and I suppose we were full of ideas. How
did this work together?

SIMPSON: Well it didn't. In a way, it's the tragedy of the whole thing. As [ mentioned, this
parachute officer, this Joint Psychological Warfare Board. One of the first things I saw, the
French idea of propaganda leaflet was a photo of a French soldier with a submachine gun,
standing over about 4 Viet Minh dead. And the words in French and Vietnamese were: If you
don't surrender, this will happen to you. It doesn't take a Ph.D. in psychology to figure out that
#1 it'll infuriate whoever picks it up or #2 it'll make them laugh and say what idiots these people
are. | went to one of the first air drops that went on over so-called enemy lines, in an old Junkers
just packed with these leaflets being dropped in the jungle, which was a waste of time. And we
often would try to, okay we were naive, we were newcomers, we really didn't know Indochina,
we didn't know the people and the French of course resented our presence anyway, particularly
military. But we would try to make our little contribution and try to straighten things that we
thought were going wrong. And there were inevitable clashes. Particularly with journalists
because as USIS officers we were there to help what we could as far as visiting journalist went,
not just Americans, British, French and the rest. And there was censorship at the time and all
outgoing dispatches would have to be censored so at times the French censor would lay it out
with a heavy hand and block stuff that there were no reasons to have blocked. So there were
those little irritations. On a higher level, the American military would often come in with what I
could see were crazy ideas about what should be done. General Iron Mike O'Daniel was the head
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of MAAG at one point and before he became head of MAAG he used to fly in. And this was at
the time of Dienbienphu. He used to fly in to talk to General Navarre, the French commander
and at one point he suggested we should just enclose the whole of North Vietnam in barbed wire,
the whole secure area. And that way the "Viet Minh can't get in and they can't get out." Well #1
this is a physical impossibility. Then he wanted to build pillboxes behind this barbed wire, a
major cement contract, plus the fact he wanted to man these with Vietnamese troops. Well #2
you didn't have the Vietnamese troops to do it and the French were pulling their hair out every
time he arrived because he was always coming up with such ideas.

Q: How did you find dealing with the press at the time?

SIMPSON: Well I didn't find it too hard, I was to find it harder later, during our period. But in
those days, the old Hotel Continental Palace in the center of Saigon, was sort of the unofficial
press club. Everybody stayed there, the New York Times, Bob Shaplen of the New Yorker had a
room there all the time. There were a lot of Americans, Graham Greene was in and out. And all
the French, Jean Larteguy and that crowd. But as I'd started my working life as a journalist, |
found it a little easier to get along with them then some of the more staid State Department
officers. I mean you say information and they run for cover. But we got along well with the press
and our office was sort of open house. They were in and out all the time. We couldn't do what we
did for them later, you know what I mean, during the American war. We helped them and we
exchanged information. We often, let's face it, I don't care where you are, it doesn't have to be in
a war situation, but a good journalist who knows the country and is working there, who is in and
out quite often. Sometimes he has much better contacts than the officials. It's not just a question
of guiding his American official friends, but comparing notes. That way you can get some very
valuable information, background. But no, it wasn't bad at all most days.

Q: How about Graham Greene. There's a major collection of Graham Greene papers here in the
library. You know thinking about the genesis of The Quiet American the novel which was coming
out about this time, at least he was doing his thing. Did you have contact or did you have a feel
where he was coming from?

SIMPSON: Let's put it this way. I first met Greene on the terrace of the Continental Hotel. A
very cool reception as far as [ was concerned. I wasn't trying to make any points with him. Cool
fish handshake and a sort of "Gee I wish I wasn't meeting you," sort of feeling. And I saw him
off and on, different press conferences. Just said hello. And it became very obvious that
everything he was writing...I'm talking about his articles, were being, okay he had his own point
of view and he didn't particularly like Americans. Add to that, he disapproved completely of
"American interference" in Indochina as he put it. And also, he was fed a lot of stuff by the
French. He was very close to the French. He was very close to a fellow, a French editor, who ran
a cultural magazine there and they were together all the time along with this fellow's mistress. In
fact, he dedicates the book, The Quiet American, to them, Réné and Phong. But the amusing
thing is, okay, Greene and I weren't the greatest of friends. And one New Year's or just before
New Year's, the Viet Minh struck in central Laos, a surprise move that almost cut the country in
half. And I got word of it and was to fly up there and join a parachute battalion that I'd known
before, Bigeard's outfit, who were sent in there to try to block this move. And so I arrived at Tan
Son Nhut airport at about 7 in the morning and there was this little grasshopper type observation
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plane, waiting, with a pilot with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. And I said, are you so-and-
so and he said "Yes. We're flying to Laos?"

"That's right we're going up to Savannakhet." And he said we've got another passenger. It was
New Year's day and I had a terrific hangover and along comes Graham Greene, the other
passenger. And he has a terrific hangover. So here we are, hardly buddies and we both have these
terrific hangovers, in this horrible observation plane that bounced all over the sky. We flew up to
Savannakhet and we got out of the plane and we got in a jeep and they're driving us up to Seno.
A town where the battalion was, it was hot, it was really hot and we were dying of thirst and we
were looking and looking. The roads were empty, we forgot all about security. We weren't
worried about that. All we wanted was a cold beer. Finally, like a miracle, we came around the
corner of a road and here's this old woman sitting under a half-tent with some dried cigarettes
and about 4 bottles of Tiger beer that wasn't iced, just lukewarm. So we bought the beer and we
drank this beer. And I think that's the first time that Graham Greene and I ever spoke together but
it didn't last long.

Q: Well do you have any feel for why he didn't like Americans, did it come out?

SIMPSON: I don't know. I didn't know that much about Greene's background. I really hadn't
read that much of it. For instance, most correspondents would come in, they'd want to speak to
Heath or you know, get the word from the top American, whether it'd be a General or
Ambassador, just as background. And Greene never made the effort. And you just sensed it when
you met him. Whether it was something that had happened earlier or whether he just decided we
were going to ruin the whole show.

Q: Did you find that he was sort of immersed in Vietnamese culture?

SIMPSON: He was very interested in it. I must admit, people asked me what I thought of The
Quiet American when it came out. I still think it's one of the best novels to come out of Vietnam,
of that period particularly. Because he said a lot without too much effort. He caught the feel of
Saigon and the period but I never got that close to him.

Q: Just a little feel. We're 2 gentlemen now in our 60's. You say Saigon was a bachelor's
paradise. I mean what was the sort of social life like in Saigon.

SIMPSON: Saigon itself, the street in those days, was called "Rue Catinat" the main street
stretching down to the river. And you had these hotels, the Majestic and the Continental, with
their big open terraces and their tables out on the sidewalk. Because of the grenade attacks, the
restaurants and many of the bars had anti-grenade netting on the doors. And the American
crowd, the unquiet Americans, would go out, there'd be a number of cocktail parties, there'd be
special dinners but mostly, for a lot of us, it was just getting to know the city. Eating in excellent
restaurants. I found a little Corsican restaurant where I use to go all the time. And I used to get, it
was sort of like putting your finger on the pulse of Saigon. Because the Corsicans ran everything.
They operated the customs, they operated the smuggling, which was a very cozy arrangement.
The Corsicans were predominant in the police department. And many of them were in
intelligence. There were some in the army in various jobs and some of them were the old
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Corsicans, the settlers that had been there for years. They were hard drinking, loved good food
and all that. And then there were the women, well. There were the Chinese, there were the
Vietnamese, there were Laotians, Cambodians, there were a mix of all kinds and let's face it
there were some unbelievable places in that town. There was a place called Buffalo Park where a
whole block was an army bordello and it had a big sign outside. All weapons and grenades
checked here and you'd have all these jeeps parked outside. It was one great big palace packed
with all these girls and there was Mama's which was the officer's section and it was attached to
this main complex and they were suppose to be a little more select. But when Mama's was busy,
she was very busy, she'd run girls from the other section. And in my last book that came out in
1992, I mentioned an incident.

Q: This was the book you wrote. What was the title?

SIMPSON: It was called "Tiger in the Barbed Wire", my own reminisces of that period. Black-
Jack Pickering was the Deputy PAO at that time, and he was a wonderful character, he had
covered Lindberg's landing in Paris and all that sort of thing. An old newspaper man with a
gravelly voice. And he knew that some of his younger officers were spending a lot of time in
Mama's because you could go in, you sit and you drink beer and then the women, and so he
wanted to see it one night. And he had brought a Cadillac to Saigon as his personal car, a black
Cadillac. The Ambassador was very upset about this because once Pickering arrived at an
official reception and they quickly ran out with this guard of honor, presented arms because of
his Cadillac. So when the Ambassador arrived in his beat-up old Packard, there was no guard of
honor. So they arranged that Pickering always arrive later. Well, that night we were driving
along and it was the rainy season, a terrific tropical downpour. As we came towards Mama's, |
said let's get as close as we can because we'll get soaked if we don't. He said okay and just then
he put his foot on the brake of his Cadillac and his foot slipped because it was wet and we went
gliding majestically into the front of Mama's. The roof came down on top of us, the girls went
climbing up the grenade net of both sides, all the French officers were running out of the place, it
was a most undiplomatic situation. We had to get them to hoist up the roof to get the Cadillac
out. So from there on in, outside of the hearing of Black-Jack Pickering, we referred to it as the
only drive-in whore house in Saigon.

Q: Did you find in the American community, the official American community, something that
would certainly,,, I was there '69-'70 and it had well developed, and these were people in the,
richer marine terms, these were China coasters. I mean basically these were people who loved
the orient, usually had a mistress or two and had settled in. Did you find that this was developing
there?

SIMPSON: A little, a little. I guess it was, as you say, I experienced the same thing from '64-'65
as far as Americans go, much more so. But I guess we were just beginning, there were very few
who were involved in Indochina or knew it at the time. There were some old OSS types. Not old
but I mean former OSS types, who had been there just maybe before the war and during the war,
'45 and all that, but there were very few Americans that you could call old Indochina hands.
They developed, they became that after a certain period of time.

Q: You were there during Dienbienphu? Could you explain or give a feel for how we viewed this
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at that time?

SIMPSON: Well, let me say that, before I talk about Dienbienphu itself, let me make the point
that [ was at Dienbienphu itself. At the beginning, when it was taken and for a few weeks
thereafter. And being, the privilege of being a so-called war-correspondent, is that you can move
when you want. And there was no secret, it was time to get out. I did, but going back to talk
about the American position. The whole plan at Dienbienphu was based on the false premise that
the Viet Minh would attack over open ground and the French air force and artillery would chop
them up and this would be a great defeat and probably the turning point of the war, etc. etc. And
there had been a battle the year before in Nassan that sort of indicated this could happen, they
took some heavy losses there. But from the very beginning, American observers began to worry
about this situation because of, the Korean War had ended, and one of the great phrases of the
Korean war was to take the high ground. While at Dienbienphu, although the French had argued
that they were on elevated ground, they were still dominated by the surrounding mountains, you
see. So in reality, they were still in the chamber pot, as they say. And American military people
going there would mouth platitudes about -- isn't this nice and strong fortifications and all that.
But they were quite concerned. One of their concerns was that here are some of the best
battalions that the French have in Indochina and they're sitting here immobile while all the Viet
Minh have to do is go around them and not worry about it. And also, the Americans, an
unfortunate trait that still goes on I think, we overestimate the importance of air power. And we
thought, you know, air power is going to do this and going to do that. Well, it didn't. And it never
has. It never will as far as I'm concerned. Anyway, this was another great fallacy and yet, once
the battle was joined there, we did all we could as far as sending in stuff. The French kept
requesting different things. Part of the problem was that at the beginning they were so confident
that they didn't foresee the problem. The simple question of resupplying this base by air was a
terrific strain. And they should have had twice as many aircraft for what they wanted to do, but
they didn't. At one point as you know, there was a question of Admiral Radford setting up
contingency plans for an air strike. And there was great talk and contingency plans about using
nuclear weapons, which as far as [ was concerned would have been a great disaster, as you
would have probably wiped out the French along with the Vietnamese. And politically as far as
the Far East goes, it would be the second use of a nuclear weapon, by Americans against Asians.
But Dienbienphu was the type of place where, it's easy to say now, but you didn't have to be a
military genius to see the writing on the wall. And a lot of the troops, the good experienced
officers that were there said, "You know this is going to be a real fight." You could tell that they
weren't sure that it was going to come out right. They ended up, you know everything had to be
supplied by parachute and that doesn't work very well.

Q: You were there at the fall of Dienbienphu in Indochina. How did this impact on the Embassy?
What was the sort of feeling at that time?

SIMPSON: Let me correct one thing, I was on home leave when Dienbienphu actually fell on
May 7th, I was in San Francisco as a matter of fact.

Q: But when you returned...

SIMPSON: When I returned?
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Q: When did you return?

SIMPSON: I returned I think it was July and it was a big difference, there was a big difference in
atmosphere. There was heightened tension between the French and the Americans. They'd lost,
they were trying to readjust to this new situation. They knew they'd lost Indochina. A lot of them
blamed it on us. That we could have brought in more supplies or done something, mainly
supplied an air strike. And there was great confusion among the Vietnamese and there was a
sudden swing of many among influential Vietnamese, who had been with the French, who could
tell what was going on. Towards the American who were the new boys on the block. And so this
was very difficult for the embassy to handle and of course this was a period where we were
putting Ngo-Dinh-Diem into the prime minister's office. Ed Lansdale, you know, the CIA team,
were there putting him in place and I worked for, with them, and worked as a press advisor for
Diem for a short time. And it was a weird period, this king-making business. You know
Americans are not very used to it.

Q: Again, not looking at it from the prospective of today, but at that time, what was your
impression of Lansdale, the CIA operation, what were you doing with them?

SIMPSON: Well, what we were doing was, from the beginning, you see Lansdale had been
coming out there, checking with facilities and newspapers and all that before the installation of
Diem. He'd come out and he'd work with the French and he'd have a lot of liaison with French
intelligence, and then when this Diem thing came up, his team came in and setup their operation,
their office. I must say that a lot of people poor mouthed Ed Lansdale and what he did. But I
think you've got to take into account that at moments of crisis there are certain men who can do
certain things. Whether you approve or disapprove well that's another thing. And Ed was one of
these people who just built loyalty among those who worked for him and he also had this quiet
American routine where they all say, well the ugly American.

Q: Lansdale was considered...there's a book by Lederer called "The Ugly American." Burnett or
something...

SIMPSON: And I think that people misread Lansdale a lot. Where they bought 100% this idea
that all you had to do was go play some guitar and be nice to the local people and everything
would be fine. Whereas Lansdale was not that naive. His point was that you're not going to get
very far unless... It's not that old hearts and minds thing, but you've got to have some base in the
villages. Not just in the cities. Our role, USIS, as far as the Lansdale team at that time, the Saigon
military mission, we were on the ground, we knew the editors, Vietnamese, French, whatever,
we knew the newspapers, we had the basic information, we'd sat in and worked with the French
on psychological warfare. So therefore we were sort of adjunct, helping when they needed help.
And as I say, George Hellyer, who was PAO when Lansdale came in. Hellyer had been with
Wingate in Burma.

Q: Ord Wingate.

SIMPSON: Yeah. Hellyer was an ex, was an ex-tea planter and he spoke perfect French. And he
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and Lansdale hit it off very well. And so they worked together very closely. And one of the first
things when Diem arrived -- and they both came back from their first meeting with Diem -- and
they sent me over immediately to talk to Diem about the problems of speaking to the
international press, because he was basically naive as far as that sort of thing went. So many of
the people were out to get him. You know, the axes were out. And if he walked into a press
conference cold without realizing how important it was, he could have said things that could
undermine his whole government from the very beginning. So we spent quite a bit of time
working with the Vietnamese and the Agence Vietnam Press and the radio and all this sort of
thing.

Q: Well tell me about one, your impression of Diem and also how he took it because at least later
on Diem had the reputation of either giving a long monologue or just sitting there like a Buddha
and hearing things and apparently nothing connected. This is early Diem. Again your impression
and how did he work towards your practical advice that you were sent to give him?

SIMPSON: Well I'll never forget, it was a very strange situation. I went into the palace, was
ushered in, the palace was sort of a mess because all the French advisors and officers had
disappeared and Diem was being protected by a catholic militia from up in the north and they all
had muddy boots and the marble was all...it was usually so brilliantly polished and the rugs had
been removed. And there were rifles stacked in the corner, expecting trouble from all sides. And
I was ushered in, told to wait, and suddenly a man came in without being announced, all by
himself and it was Diem and he had, he was chubby you know, lacquered hair somewhat long
sort of like an American Indian appearance. And we shook hands and we sat down and started
talking French and I explained who I was and why I was there and the importance of the
international press. And that what he says, at anytime would be in the New York Times, the
London Times, and you know, the Figaro the next day. I knew that he was aware of this but that
there're so many pitfalls, on and on, and that we were willing to help. And he sat there chain
smoking cigarettes with his head sort of down, you know, listening to this, and I finally paused
and waited and he looked at me and started to talk. He gave me a lecture about the evils of
communism, what he was going to do for the people in Vietnam, etc., etc. To the point where I
began to wonder if he didn't realize that I wasn't a journalist out to get a story. That I was there to
help him in any assistance he needed as an official. And after 20 minutes of this, I noticed some
of his assistants pacing back and forth and waiting and they dared not come and break it up. And
finally he stopped and the interview ended. And he went off with the cigarette smoke trailing
behind him. This was an early symptom that he developed later. Number one that he didn't listen
and he tended to lecture. He tended to lecture like a professor to important people who were not
Catholics, the Buddhists and Cao Dai, all those sects, as if they were little children. And this
went over like a lead balloon. I think at the very beginning he was a sincere enough man. But his
brother you could see was already moving in, hanging on the edges of everything.

Q: This was his brother who was later assassinated.
SIMPSON: That's right.

Q: Was Madame Nhu...
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SIMPSON: She was there but an unknown quantity. She was charming, at least visually, and she
was fluttering around, flirting with all the French and American officers. The first cocktail party
in the palace, she was there in her tight ai-dao. But she hadn't come forward as a power at least as
far as we knew.

Q: Well did you have anymore contact with Diem or...?

SIMPSON: No it sort of...Well of course there was the Binh Xuyen revolt that took place shortly
after he was in...

Q: The what?

SIMPSON: This was a revolt of the sects, the religious military sects. The Binh Xuyen were
leading the revolt. They were the river pirates whom the French had used to fight the Viet Minh.
Who had supplied the French with a lot of intelligence information. And that was a very strange
situation. Because Diem was our man in Saigon, we were trying to secure him in place. And the
French intelligence people -- who were run by a Corsican who was a very tough character --
decided that despite the agreements between Paris and Washington, despite the handshakes with
the French high ranking military and the Americans, that they were going to supply the Binh
Xuyen and the Cao Dai and all their old intelligence contacts with the arms and equipment to
screw up the American plan to put Diem in place. And this was a very hairy situation because
you know there were assassinations, there was fighting in the streets, they shelled the palace,
there was a counter attack. And at one point... I don't know if you want me to go into detail on
this or not.

Q: Well, I'm really interested in how we saw it at the time and what you were doing?

SIMPSON: Well, we saw this as possibly the end of any hope in Vietnam. Because if this revolt
had succeeded it would have been the splintering of the South. And under pressure, despite the
agreement, it divided temporarily the country in two. With the success of any revolt in the South,
it would have meant splintering, the whole chance of having any viable government down there.
And so we were doing our best to try to discourage any of these sects. Lansdale was very active
in this. It's all on record that money played a big part in persuading certain units and leaders of
these sects to come over to the government and not take part in things and yet a number did fight.
Diem had a very difficult 24 hours there where it was a question of one or two parachute
battalions...whether they would stay loyal to the government. Fortunately they did and they
fought well without any advisors. Without any French or American help. But one little side light
on this -- in the past we were always getting these calls from these mysterious little men in white
suits who wanted to talk to you about something important and one of these turned out to be the
political advisor to the Binh Xuyen who knew me and he knew I'd been there since 1952 and I'd
been with the French quite a bit. So he asked me to come to General Bay Vien's headquarters
which was across the river, the Arroyo Chinois, and to talk. What it came down to, General Bay
Vien was the river pirate chief and here again he had his own private zoo with its boa constrictor
and a tiger and the rumor was that when his officers went bad he would feed them to the tiger.
And so I went over, we drove over, myself and Bob Gildea who was Assistant press officer, and
we went through these road blocks. There'd been a sort of temporary truce between both sides,
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we drove down into the headquarters with a big tall aerial, radio aerials there, and we walked in
and sat down and started talking and I was looking toward the door where obviously this aerial
was at the end of that building. And as I watched this door, out comes this French captain with
some papers and he's making marks and he looks up and sees me sitting there and he swings
around quick and slams the door and disappears. And a little bit later, in charges this French
dispatcher rider. Jumps off his motorcycle, rushes into that back room with the radio. And so I
came out and said to Gildea, the French are running this whole operation. He said I saw, there've
been 2 dispatch riders since I've been parked out here so we went back to the Embassy. I won't
go into details as to who, what, when, where. So I went back to the Embassy and reported what
had happened and created quite a flap. The Embassy checked with the highest French source and
were told that those were members of the Good Offices mission working with the Binh Xuyen to
stop the fighting. Well that just doesn't wash as far as I'm concerned because these officers were
obviously in a tactical situation and not working to stop the fighting. They were right there in the
Binh Xuyen headquarters. But that just shows you the differences in attitudes and reporting. But
anyway the revolt was crushed and Diem became Prime Minister for good, and after that, not too
long after that, I left Saigon. He gave me an autographed picture when I left in August. So that
was the end of that period.

Q: Before we move on to Nigeria, would you talk about the fall of Hanoi and that whole business
and also the move, I mean the whole evacuation of the northern Vietnamese down south.

SIMPSON: Shortly after Dienbienphu, when I returned, I was ordered to go up to Hanoi and start
preparations for evacuation of the USIS staff. And to find out how many dependents would be
involved and all that sort of thing. The consulate was undergoing the same thing as was the
American aid mission up there. And here again you have the problem where some of the staff
wanted to take an extended family down south. On one extreme you had an old man who was a
cleaner of the building who had timidly suggested that he and his wife might be included in a
flight to the south and even offered a gift that cost him money to the American in charge which
was sort of heart rending. The other extreme was a sharp operator who spoke both English and
French who had several mistresses whom he tried to list as cousins or nieces or whatever.
Needless to say, he managed to fly down on his own steam. And I made sure that this cleaner got
out too. It was just a question of cleaning everything up, and getting ready to go. At the same
time I was told to stay there and to cover the arrival of Giap's divisions in Hanoi. There were a
whole group of newspapermen who had come from all over and were staying in the Metropole
hotel to cover the big day. It was Oct. '54 and it was a rainy day and it was a strange thing
because it was a great victorious parade for the Viet Minh but because they were all wearing
sneakers there was a sort of shush-shush-shush sound. It was one of those silent victory marches.
It was very impressive and it was interesting because the French withdrew street by street as the
Viet Minh marched in. And as the Viet Minh marched in all the windows would open and out
would come all these red flags, yellow starred red flags that had been under preparation for
weeks behind closed doors. So I was there taking photos with a velleflex and I must say I got
some pretty good photos which USIA used quite a bit, I put some in my book on Dien Bien Phu
that's coming out this year. And I was supposedly -- for the purpose it wasn't a question of cover
so I wouldn't have any problems -- but I was supposedly a Polish press officer and the only
problem there was the truce commission also had some Poles on it so I had to stay clear of the
Poles, not speaking the language at all. And finally, John Mecklen of Time-Life, who later joined
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USIA and served in Saigon years later, tipped me off. The French had passed the word that the
Viet Minh military police were looking for an American official posing as a journalist. And so it
was time for me to leave. But [ might mention during that period I shared a jeep with Lou
Conein, who was Lansdale's man in North Vietnam, and Lou Conein, quite a character, he was a
Colonel, quite a colorful character, he was known by various names-Black Luigi, 3 Finger Lou.
He'd been in Vietnam before the Franco-Vietnam war, he'd been with OSS, he'd been parachuted
into north Vietnam, he had saved a lot of prisoners. He'd received a Legion of Honor from the
French for saving their men in prison camps. And he was later to surface during the Diem
assassination as Cabot Lodge's liaison man with the generals of Saigon. This is much later. But
in any case, I left Hanoi that evening in a truck of Senegalese troops for Haiphong where this big
refuge movement was being set up. The French at first thought that they could handle the
refugees but they just didn't have enough ships so the American Navy had come in and the
American flagship was lying off shore, Admiral Sabin was in charge. We were preparing to sail
all these refugees south. Most were Catholics from the Catholic delta regions and they were
moving along with their priest, with their militia, etc., etc., to the south. And being Diem was a
Catholic, you had the situation where it wasn't going to do him any harm to have that many
voters from the same religion in the south. And Lansdale and his people were very much
involved in this moving people. And it was a very difficult job. It was done well but a tragedy
because these people had been living in these villages for hundreds of years and they had to
leave their ancestors graves behind and even if they were Catholics there was still that sort of
thing. I traveled down from Haiphong on the flag ship to Saigon. And one little vignette, in
Saigon, when we pulled in, it was a hot sunny, very hot day and we pulled in and all these
refugees had put on a little weight because they'd been well fed by the Navy on the way down
but a lot of them were sick and a lot of them had different diseases and they needed care. So as
we pulled in there where all these trucks were drawn up to take them to refugee camps and I
noted that at the end of the gang plank there's this little gathering of American women. I looked
closer and sure enough it was the American Women's Club of Saigon and they were there to
greet the refugees. And I must say, I don't want to appear anti-women's club but it wasn't their
place to be there in that squalor and in that situation. Here they were in their bright summer
dresses, some of them with hats on in the old diplomatic mode. I won't say some had gloves on
though I wouldn't doubt it and they were there to hand out a hunk of plastic wrapped American
cheese that had been donated by an American cheese company. A hunk of American cheese and
some bananas to each refugee as they came down off the gangplank. And of course I looked real
hard and saw that one of our best photographers had been mustered to shoot them handing these
things to the refugees. And I was furious about it but couldn't do much to stop it as it was under
way. But the sidelight on that was that a couple days later word came from the refugee camp that
all the refugees were complaining about the American soap because no matter how hard they
scrubbed they wouldn't get much lather -- it was the American cheese. So when they found out it
was cheese they sold it on the black market to street vendors who in turn sold it to the servants of
the American diplomatic community and for months thereafter, your hor d’oeuvres at cocktail
parties were melted American cheese.

Q: Shall we move on to your next assignment then or if there's anything else. I'm talking about

your personal experiences, let's get them, I'd rather get them now and we may have to do this
next year.
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SIMPSON: Well I think just in general on the war, the Franco-Vietnam war, it had quite an
impression on me being that I had been out on the field so much. In fact one of the last battles of
the war, after I had returned, I was at a place called Hu Nugen and this Viet Minh Regional
battalion attacked what they thought was a Vietnamese National Army unit. And they thought it
was easy pickings or whatever and it turned out to be a French army unit that was dug in. And |
arrived the morning after the night attack and they had just slaughtered them. The attackers had
been slaughtered as they came on and even the French who were there, they were telling
themselves -- why did this happen because the war was almost over and these were peasants,
regional peasants, who'd come on bravely in the face of impossible fire. And it just became a
symbol of the whole war, really, because I'd seen it in different situations. I'd seen the Moroccans
take casualties and the Algerians and I'd seen the Senegalese, and I'd seen the Viet Minh and the
Cambodians and the Foreign Legion. And it became the sort of thing where I'd leave the field, I'd
go back to Saigon, take up my job as a press officer at the embassy and find a certain unreality at
the conference tables in Saigon or at the social events. That the war, that Saigon was really
untouched by the war and that what they were talking about was a lot of myth. What I had seen
and come back and reported on was accepted up to a point, I think. But let's face it,  was a
young officer, I was inexperienced, I was not a military man and a lot of it was they were buying
what they wanted to hear from certain sources. They were accepting what they wanted to hear, a
human tendency. And when I'd come in and say look the French aren't doing this or they are
doing this contrary to what they told us. Or that the Vietnamese light battalions were disasters,
they're not working, this battalion's been ambushed, that battalion's been decimated. I'd come in
and say the French parachutists are the only people who are doing anything worth while and the
use of French armor is usually a joke...little things like that. The reason I'm bringing this up now
is that when I left Saigon in '55 I'd had it. I was burned out...so much so that I quit the Foreign
Service. I resigned and we left Saigon, sailed out of the harbor and went to Mallorca to live for
six months. I met my wife in Saigon on the terrace of the Continental Hotel. She was a secretary
working for MSA and we, it's one of those things where the courting went on for some while.
Then I went back to the states on home leave and I finally sent her a telegram from Boulder
Creek, California saying will you marry me and answer ¢/o Johnny's cash store, Boulder Creek
California. And she finally flew in and we were married in Las Vegas which is her hometown,
and then we went back together, | mean we went back to Saigon together. But when I did resign
in '55 the idea was to write the great novel on Saigon. And we went to Mallorca.

skeksk

Q: I'll tell you because of time constraint, unless there's something we should cover here I'm
going to do a little skipping around. Why don't we go back to Saigon you were recalled to Saigon
'64-'65, which is a whole different world I suppose, how did that assignment come about and
what were you doing?

SIMPSON: That takes us back to Cannes in a way. [ was on the beach in front of the Carlton
Hotel with George Stevens Jr. (director of USIA film programs), Arthur Schlesinger (historian)
and Gore Vidal (writer), at about 10 in the morning and it was after a film had been shown the
night before and we were discussing this film. Suddenly the beach boy that handles the beach
and the chairs came down and waves to me and he says, they want you on the phone. So I pick
up the phone in the beach hut and it was my wife calling from the hotel and she says you better
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get up here right away. I didn't know what that was, maybe one of the kids were sick or
something. So I left and went to the hotel and she said there'd been a very strange message from
Paris. I said what's that? She said I don't know but they want to talk to you and here's the
number. The duty officer was calling from Paris so I got the duty officer on the line. I said what's
the story? Well there's a classified message and you'd better get back to Marseille soon as you
can to read it. [ said I'm sure you can tell me what the story is. So anyway he's some young
officer there and he didn't want to say anything so I called Marseille knowing that they would
have a copy. I got someone I knew on the phone and I said, what's the story? And they said well
it's about an assignment somewhere you've been before and he said it's classified. And I thought
they sure as hell aren't sending a classified message about me going back to Lagos. So anyway
we packed up and off to Marseille and there was this secret telegram from the agency from Carl
Rowan, saying that (you say the agency you mean USIA) I was assigned as the Information
Advisor to Prime Minister, General Nguyen Van Khanh and giving me 2 weeks to get to Saigon
and specifying that I was to stop at Pearl Harbor for a major conference that was going on, on my
way out. So this, as you can imagine, was a great turmoil because my wife was pregnant. And we
had the 3 young girls already and she was pregnant and she'd have to stay behind while I went on
ahead. It turned out that this was a great project that had been hatched in Washington. President
Johnson had decided that the Vietnamese just couldn't cut it on their own and that therefore we
had to send people. He said, send a brain trust in on different levels of skills and expertise to run,
in so many words, to run the Vietnamese government for the Vietnamese. Even then on the face
of it, it's ridiculous but that's what it was. And strangely enough I don't know how it happened,
but USIA was the first to respond and I was the boy that was sent out there and arrived in
Honolulu for this famous conference and here was Maxwell Taylor, Secretary Rusk, McCone of
CIA. You know, the whole upper level there. I guess I was the lowest ranking man in the room. I
sat there over these 2 days of conferences with Barry Zorthian who was in charge of the
JUSPAO operation in Saigon which was quite an enormous thing. But the idea was that this was
a review and new planning and all this and we were really going to take over things there. And to
me it was a revelation. I sat and listened to all these reports and these high level briefings and
these secret reports. And I had this ominous feeling that we'd gotten no further than we had when
I'd left. Even when I'd been there, the French, just because of their experience, had their feet
more on the ground than what I was hearing in this conference. This sterilized, sound-proof, air-
conditioned conference room full of young colonels, who had stainless steel pointers, were
discussing Vietnam as if it was the moon. So anyway, I went on from there to take on this job in
Saigon.

Q: What was the political situation when you got there? This would be in '64?

SIMPSON: It was very tenuous. There had been, before Diem had been assassinated, the
generals had taken over, the military were running the country. Suddenly General Nguyen
Khanh, who was a great manipulator and a behind the scenes operator, found himself or put
himself in the cat bird seat. And Khanh had a good war record as a young officer with the
French, he'd gone through French military schools and all that. But he was a type of person who
thrived on intrigue and playing different sides against the other. He was facing a big problem, the
Buddhist were strong, he had to take care of them. The Catholics were strong, he had to butter
them up. He was worried about the Sects...who still had the fragments of their original armies.
The Viet Cong were getting stronger and we had this weird situation where although Cabot
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Lodge was still there he was getting ready to leave and Maxwell Taylor was coming out to take
over along with Alexis Johnson as the two ambassadors. And Khanh had to walk lightly or try to
walk lightly with the Americans because we were supplying everything, keeping him in power.
At the same time he resented the Americans telling him what he had to do. It was a very strange
situation. In fact, Cabot Lodge took me when I arrived...he took me over and introduced me to
the Prime Minister in his armored checkered cab and we walked into the palace and we sat down.
And Khanh came in...a chubby fellow in sharply creased military trousers and polished boots.
And he went through this routine; how glad he was that I was there to help him on this important
thing and all this. Lodge was preparing to return to politics and his mind was back in
Washington, and suddenly the Prime Minister said well I want you to meet the man you'll be
working with in my office. And the light was sort of in my eyes against the window there and |
could see a Vietnamese walking in like that and as he came around the corner, he said, ah
Simpson! And I looked at him and it turned out to be a fellow whom I had worked with on the
French Psychological Warfare Board. Who had been in government jobs through every regime --
managed to stay on top. And who I knew had worked with French intelligence. And here he was
the right hand man in the press office of the Prime Minister! And so I was to work with him
which was a great twist. But in the long run what it turned out was that Khanh had no more idea
of using me for anything. He considered me a plant in his office to watch him and he quickly
moved me as far away as possible into another building. And this whole idea of a brain trust to
help the Vietnamese get their government moving fell apart completely. You know, people lost
interest in it or something changed. And it just so happened that I was the only one who arrived
out there. So I was sort of stranded in this office trying to do a job. Succeeding on certain things,
getting him to go out of the country. Lodge was pushing this quite a bit and I continued it. Until
he almost got caught in a mortar barrage and he didn't speak to me for some time. And then
gradually whatever effective curves I had went rapidly down and I became more involved in
JUSPAO things and field trips and all that. And my Prime Minister counseling or advising just
tailed off. And then there was one coup after another. And the man I was working with at one
point was colonel Pham Ngoc Thao who was famous for his participation or setting up of coups.
And he became a very good friend of mine and he was a very funny type. He and I got along
fine. We had adjoining offices and we went through these coups together. He always
disappeared. I knew a coup was coming when he disappeared. And I did a lot of reporting via
phone back to the embassy because I was in the Prime Minister's office surrounded by hostile
tanks. And to cap off the story on Thao was that in '91 I think...no '90 Stan Karnow was back in
Vietnam. (He wrote a very good book on Vietnam history.) So anyway he went back and he
established without a doubt that Colonel Thao was a top, North Vietnamese agent operating
inside South Vietnam. So much for our counterintelligence operation! When I went back to
Vietnam in '91 I found his grave. Because the Vietnamese were claiming his body was moved
north and then when I was up north, no no no we don't know where it is. And finally an ex-
officer in the Viet Cong came up to me and asked, do you want to see Thao's grave and I said
yes, and he said he'd pick me up Sunday morning and he picked me up in his little car and took
me out there. It was one of those strange things. Okay he was "the enemy" and yet he was a good
friend at the time. And I wanted to see that grave because I wanted to confirm in my own mind
that this was true and it's true enough he's in the Patriot's Cemetery with a big red star on his
tomb.

Q: Well how was our embassy doing? I mean you were in the Prime Minister's office area and
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these coups were happening which was really one Prime Minister succeeding another wasn't it,
and all generals, it was a revolving door. How did you find our embassy was reacting? Were
they always trying to see, well this one might be better than the other. I mean were they able to
deal with it, or was it just resignation or what were you thinking?

SIMPSON: Well it was disarray really. I don't know, I'm sure this may have happened in other
countries but maybe not so often, and not under such serious conditions. Where the whole
country is threatening to go down the drain. Because here the North Vietnamese were pouring in,
you know, along the Ho Chi Minh trails. There were shipments of ammunition along the coast
from the North, that sort of thing. And for instance Maxwell Taylor, you know he'd never been
faced with anything like this before. I'm sure I can't speak for him, but I would imagine in his
mind, as a military man, that these people were generals therefore you could expect a modicum
of performance and logic and honesty from them. And when they started this coup, counter-
coup, coup-ette, and all this, one after the other, where you couldn't tell what division was
moving onto what town, who was on who's side. Whether the Rangers were with the Prime
Minister or against him. Taylor just couldn't figure this out. And he had the famous, I can't put a
date on it offhand, but he had this famous situation after one such coup he called in the young
Turks as they called them, a group of generals including the Air Force general (Ky) who was like
a cowboy. And chewed them out like you would a sergeant and just gave them hell. Which was
very bad news because I saw them come out of that office and they were white faced. A marine
guard saluted them and they didn't even return his salute they were so upset, they just took off.
And immediately thereafter Khanh tried to do all sorts of anti-American things and Ky was there
with the same thing again. But it was just two cultures that didn't work together. And these
generals, they had been, how could you put it, they had been spoiled in a way, it was a different
life. Some of them hadn't been in the field for a long while and people were buying their way out
of the army or into non-combat roles and making fortunes on the black market and there was a
lot of corruption. And the sad thing is that some of the very good officers died fighting at the
end.

But from my view point over there, one day I walked into my office and I saw a lot of tanks
outside and I thought, good they're here to protect the government. Only when I walked into my
office I thought, wait a minute, those turrets are pointed the wrong way, they're all facing the
presidential palace. And I walked into my office and there are a bunch of Vietnamese Rangers.
Those were real cowboys with dark glasses and tattoos on their arms. They'd just taken
everything off my desk, thrown them on the floor and broken everything. They'd urinated in the
corner of the room. The captain had his booted foot on the desk, he had a swagger stick. And
there's this moment of silence and I didn't know how it was going to turn out, you could never
tell with them. And I looked at the situation, I looked at the desk and automatically I said, "Oh
merde!" He spoke enough French to realize what I said and he laughed and that broke the
tension. And so he asked me what are you doing here, and when I told him that I was an advisor
to the Prime Minister they thought that was the funniest thing they'd ever heard. They all started
laughing, laughing. Then I asked him what are you doing here? We're here to protect the Prime
Minister. Why? Because his office has been taken over by the communists. I said no, that's
ridiculous. Oh yes, we've been told. Just about then an American Ranger officer walked in,
tanned and fit. I said, "Do you realize what's going on here?" and "We were told to come into
town because there's a communist revolt or something and we're suppose to protect the palace." I
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said, if you look closely you'll see these Rangers are getting ready to assault the palace with all
these tanks out here. He thought about that for a while and he raised some people on the radio.
And I said, I don't know about you but I'm leaving here because, just about then, Barry Zorthian
was on the phone. I'd called him at the office. And General Ky had threatened to start bombing
these coup forces, there's a certain time limit. So I told this American Ranger, look I'm leaving, I
don't know what you want to do but it'd be silly to die here with a bunch of characters that are
trying to overthrow the government. So I took off, and I saw him as I drove off, I saw him
walking fast in the other direction. But that was the kind of thing that was going on at that time.
Very weird.

Q: Did you work with Barry Zorthian that much?
SIMPSON: Yes.
Q: He became quite a well known name. How did he operate?

SIMPSON: Well Barry was a very unusual and he hadn't had experience in the Far East before,
and he was suddenly put into this job. But he was a real pro as far as public information or
whatever you want to call it. He had a gift of seeing a situation and realizing what the
government's interests were and yet putting it in succinct enough phraseology that it would come
across clear to whomever he was briefing. And he realized that the 5 o'clock follies, the briefings
that went on downstairs everyday for the general press, were fine in their way but, in reality,
those newsmen in the know didn't pay any attention to them. And so therefore he had special
briefings, you know one on one or three or four regulars that he knew and all this sort of thing,
depending on what the situation was. And we worked. I was tasked out of his office to work with
the Vietnamese Information Service as liaison on certain projects. And time after time, Barry
Zorthian and I would walk up and down these stairs in the Ministry of Information because every
coup that came along you'd get a new Minister of Information and we'd go through this same
routine about the polite chatter, the tea, and the table and a cigarette or whatever. And then
talking about what we planned to do or what we hoped we could cooperate on. And you could
see this veil of disinterest fall over their faces as we talked. And Barry would sit there trying to
explain what should be done. But he fit that particular job and I think in general...okay, there
were clashes, as there always are, between somebody like that and the press. In a situation like
that but I think on the whole most of the pressmen and the professionals appreciated Zorthian.
Because he gave it to them straight, what he could. And he didn't hesitate to let them go where
they wanted to go. And he got a lot of flack from various generals and some of the ambassadors
about, you know, why are you encouraging them to go to such and such a place; I mean two of
them are there already and they're going to come back and give a briefing that shoots down
whatever the Army wants to say.

Q: Well, what was your impression of the American press at that time? We're taking about the
'64-'65 frame.

SIMPSON: Well it hadn't developed into the real press corps that it had later on. This was a

period where people like Neil Sheehan and, well I can't think of the other names. There's a whole
new breed of pressmen out there, there's still some of the old hangers-on from the French war
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that would come and go where they were trying to get. One of the problems we faced was that
they were only interested in the American participation. Really most of them, not exactly
hometowners but still: Is it true that the American Rangers were attached to such and such and as
advisors were actually in the combat area. You know this sort of thing. And is it true that
American Air Force pilots have done such and such? We hadn't really gotten into the war
officially but they were well aware that we were close to it and they're following all this closely.
And they had little interest unless there was a major defeat or major victory. As far as the
Vietnamese national role in the fighting, I think they were doing a pretty good job of reporting
and that's what made them so unpopular with the officials there.

You know Johnson was blowing his top. He was a great telephone practitioner and he'd be on the
phone to the Embassy to Taylor and the others. On the little, the slightest things that would come
up. Why can't you do this or why can't you do that? He didn't understand what was going on out
there. And what it came down to, because of the wide open, you know, no censorship deal, that
was unique to Vietnam at that time. We would fly them anywhere they wanted to go and fly
them back again. I mean chopper them in and chopper them out. So that they were often on the
scene of the action, they'd come back and they'd arrive in time for the 5 o'clock follies and here's
some Army major briefing on the same battle from second-hand news that was all wrong. He'd
be briefing on, reading off the official report he'd gotten through radio or something. "And such a
such a unit was attacked and the Vietnamese fought bravely and so many dead Viet Cong were
found on the ground," and somebody from the back would shout, excuse me major, excuse me
major, but I just came from there and that's all bullshit. I was there, the Vietnamese lost so many
people, the Viet Cong pulled out and they only left two dead behind. Blah, blah, blah, this sort of
thing. So it was this sort of problem that went on constantly.

And some of the correspondents, the American press there, I must admit there were some funny
instances. General Westmoreland was a very straight arrow, serious type, and he'd give these
briefings occasionally. He'd come over and give these special briefings. And there was a
correspondent, Joe Freid of the New York Daily News, and Joe was the old school, very
perceptive, acerbic correspondent, and one day, Westmoreland gave this whole story, I forget
what it was but it was something very positive. And everybody sort of you know, yes, yes. And
then Joe said, are you finished General? And Westmoreland said, yes Joe, I am. And Joe said
good, now let's get serious. And he started asking his questions.

Q: Well, was there anything else that we should cover around this time when you were there? |
found your time in the Prime Minister's office fascinating.

SIMPSON: Oh, one little sidelight to show you how the two periods sort of blended. One day I
got back to the office and on my desk was a telephone message. A Mr. Anh or somebody was
calling me, to get in touch with the Hoa Hao. So I got in touch with them and he was a
representative of the Hoa Hao, one of the military sects that had revolted against Diem, and
asking me if I would come to dinner etc. I didn't particularly want to do this. I was in a very
difficult situation there. It was ridiculous in a way. My assignment had been classified. Well,
how the hell can you be an information and press advisor if your very presence is classified in
the palace? They'd done that I think, primarily to preserve, I mean the Vietnamese didn't want
people to think that they needed advice and all this sort of thing. Or that we were, or they didn't
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want the American press to know that we were sending people into the Vietnamese government
offices. But anyway that soon blew over and everybody knew, I mean there was no doubt about
it. So these people got in touch with me and it turns out that I was being invited to dinner to one
of the best restaurants in Saigon, an old French parachute hangout, by the widow of Bacut who
had been the head of the Hoa Hao, a real character who had cut off some of his fingers. He said
he'd cut off one every year until the French left. He was eventually captured by the Diem forces
and executed. He was betrayed in fact. But anyway, in 1965 here I am in the situation where I'm
invited. So I check with the political people and what do you think? They say any bit of
information we can get now is gold. The situation being what it is, so go ahead and have a good
meal, see what's going on. Well, it wasn't hard to figure out what they wanted. They wanted, they
gave me all this stuff -- you know Vietnam, you were here when the French were here, and all
this routine. Incidentally, his wife was a knockout. She was a little teenager when I knew her
before and she developed into a beauty in a black ao dai, a form fitting ao dai. And so this little
political advisor was with her. We had this very good meal and what it came down to was...they
wanted American arms, American money and with that they would form once again a hard
fighting anti-communist force, etc. They didn't say that they would support the government at all.
And 1, all I could do was say well that's very interesting and I will report everything that you'd
said and onward and upward and all this sort of thing. And then just as we were leaving, and |
look back on this often with mixed emotions, this dream in an ao dai said, "Can I drop you off at
your home?" And in a few split seconds that it takes a brain to work, I said, "No thanks, I've got
an embassy car." I thought to myself, you fool. But it wouldn't have been politically smart, |
think.

SAMUEL CLIFFORD ADAMS, JR.
Education Advisor
Saigon (1952-1955)

Ambassador Samuel Clifford Adams, Jr. was born in Houston, Texas in 1920. He
received his Bachelor’s Degree from Fisk University in 1945, his Master’s in
1947, and his PhD from the University of Chicago in 1952He served in the US
Army from 1944 to 1946. His postings include Saigon, Phnom Penh, London,
Lagos, Bamako, and Rabat, with an Ambassadorship to Niger. He was
interviewed by William J. Cunningham on February 2, 2000.

Q: You were sent to Saigon, weren’t you?

ADAMS: Yes. It was not a full experience but it was something because there was a young white
fellow likewise who was making the trip. His experiences were so grossly different from mine.
He represented real class, so everywhere that we went, like when we got to Paris, our
experiences were different.

Q: You traveled together, the two of you?

ADAMS: Yes, we did.
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Q: Were you on official orders of the Department of State as government officers?

ADAMS: We were not officers. I don’t know what we were called but anyhow, we traveled
together. It was a catalytic experience. I got to stay in a hotel in Paris. Can you imagine?

Q: Yes, and you were in the same hotel as the other fellow.

ADAMS: Yes, | was. Anyhow, we got to Saigon and nobody could imagine that I had been sent
there to do anything. That was a long story going back and forth, back and forth. The thing that
was really interesting was that I resolved that finally by getting myself adopted by a Vietnamese
family.

Q: You were adopted by a Vietnamese family?

ADAMS: Yes, I was.

Q: I see here in the biography that you were sent out there in 1952 as an education advisor to
the U.S. Special Technical and Economic Mission to Indochina.

ADAMS: Yes, something like that.
Q: Donald Heath was the American ambassador in Saigon at that time.
ADAMS: All I am trying to say is that nobody knew exactly what to do with me.

Q: I'was in Saigon at the AID [United States Agency for International Development] mission. |
reported for duty there in September of 1952.

ADAMS: Then we were there at the same time.

Q: We were there at the same time, and I was a general services assistant, a very low level FSS-
10 in the American embassy. The point is that the AID mission was very sizeable in those days. It
had a separate building. In fact, it had a building that was more impressive than the building
that the embassy was in.

ADAMS: It was because they were the ones who were supposed to be linked to the French army.
Q: That’s right. So, you got yourself adopted by a Vietnamese family. What do you mean by that?
ADAMS: Literally, every spare moment I had, I spent with them. I learned the language.

Q: How did you pick them out?

ADAMS: There was this man who was kind.
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Q: Yes, but how did you meet him? Was he an employee of the mission?

ADAMS: He was an employee.

Q: He was a Vietnamese employee of the USAID mission in Saigon who took you under his wing.
ADAMS: I just literally got myself adopted by him. When he took his family and they went to,
say, the temple for praying and they bowed down and hit the floor, I did the same thing. Do you
follow?

Q: Yes. They were Buddhist.

ADAMS: Yes, but the thing about it, the whole routine of my life was about them.

Q: Oh, you lived with them as a member of the family?

ADAMS: No, they would come pick me up.

Q: I see, so you had your own government quarters.

ADAMS: Yes, it was something like a hotel room. That was my whole routine but it meant that I
knew more about what the Vietnamese people did than the officials.

Q: Many of the people in the mission in those days spoke French. Had you mastered French by
then?

ADAMS: Yes, I had.

Q: And you said you learned Vietnamese in addition?

ADAMS: Yes, I did.

Q: Now, that was very rare. Very few people spoke Vietnamese.

ADAMS: Nobody could get around like I could get around. For example, things like this would
occur. I’d get to go to Hanoi. I remember being a guide in Hanoi because I could talk with the
people. Do you follow?

Q: Sure, of course, I know what you are talking about.

ADAMS: Well, I was not worried at all, even when Dien Bien Phu fell.

Q: Why were you not worried?

ADAMS: I was up there in North Vietnam.
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Q: Do you mean in Hanoi?

ADAMS: I watched the French general go through an act, which was also his last portrayal of his
dominance. He was running around on the streets of Hanoi in his car with the horn blowing, the
siren blowing, and things of that sort.

Q: I see, he was making the grand gesture.

ADAMS: Yes. I was the one who knew the Vietnamese personally. I knew not only the one at
the hotel but the one who ran the restaurant or did whatever. I knew a whole round of things, but
can you imagine somebody having complete freedom to go?

Q: I'was there at the time, and I remember the atmosphere very well, but how did your
colleagues in the mission regard that? Did they welcome this, did they make use of it, or were
you, in effect, somewhat suspect of being too close to the Vietnamese?

ADAMS: I was and am suspect even now.

QO: Really.

ADAMS: It is because they couldn’t see how I could travel all over the place on my own.

Q: They could not do it themselves.

ADAMS: No. They even gave me a Jeep.

Q: The mission did.

ADAMS: Yes. I didn’t have a chauffeur, and it was nothing for me to drive myself from Saigon
to, say, Phnom Penh.

Q: Really? That was not always safe in those days.
ADAMS: Yes, but it was safe for me.
Q: Did you have someone from the Vietnamese community with you when you were going out?

ADAMS: Sometimes I did but the first five Americans to see Angkor Wat were with me. They’d
never seen it before.

Q: Did you have a Vietnamese escort?
ADAMS: No. I was by myself.

Q: You went by yourself. In other words, you talked your way through whatever situation you
ran info.
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ADAMS: Also, the people knew me. Also, too, after a certain time I got to the point where I was
arranging for a Vietnamese to go to the Philippines, to go here, or to go there.

Q: Was it for advanced education or practical training?

ADAMS: I ran teacher training activities and things to offset, what do you call this when you are
taking advantage of people?

Q: Well, colonialism or the colonial experience?

ADAMS: Yes. All I am saying is, I had access to not only the Philippines but to all of Indochina,
Singapore, Hong Kong, and all that. Can you imagine?

Q: Well, I can imagine it. Yes.
ADAMS: This is what life was about.

Q: Were you debriefed frequently by officers in the embassy or in the mission as to what
knowledge you had of things going on in the Vietnamese community at that time?

ADAMS: Sometimes, yes, but not all the time. For example, the first time I went to Angkor Wat,
there wasn’t any curiosity at all even though I took six people.

Q: You took six people from the mission?

ADAMS: Yes. They were not persons way up there. They were all white but we sat on the steps
of Angkor Wat, the first Americans who got to go through it.

Q: Really.

ADAMS: They didn’t know what Angkor Wat was about. You see what I am talking about?

Q: Yes. It was just emerging from the jungles in those days.

ADAMS: You also had the possibility of the Viet Minh attacking, or different things of that sort.
Q: You had no fear of that at all?

ADAMS: No. I had no fear.

Q: What is your opinion of the U.S. policy toward Vietnam in the final days of the French empire
there?

ADAMS: The whole thing was a big tragedy.
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RANDOLPH A. KIDDER
Political Officer
Saigon (1953-1955)

Chargé d’Affaires
Saigon (1955)

Randolph Kidder was born in Boston and educated at Harvard. His career

included posts in Canberra, Sydney, Belem, Rio de Janeiro and Saigon. He was

interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1989.
Q: To move ahead, you went to the National War College from 1952 to 1953. Then you were
given one of these peculiar assignments where you were assigned to three countries at the same
time. The names then meant little to anybody, but became household words later. You were

assigned to Saigon, Phnom Penh, and Vientiane. How did that come about?

KIDDER: Well, for one thing, I spoke French. I didn't expect anything in particular, but with my
background I thought it might be Latin America...

Q: But this was a ..what did the assignment entail? What was your job?
KIDDER: Political...political reporting, political relations...
Q: It was political reporting for Indochina?

KIDDER: Right, in those days we had a Chargé d'affaires in Vientiane and in Phnom Penh. Mike
Reeves was in the former.

Q: That would be about equivalent to a Colonel?

KIDDER: That is right. So they had their own offices. Our Ambassador in Saigon was minister
to those two other countries. I had a chance to visit them several times.

Q: Well, it was a period of time when the French were going through their death agony in
Vietnam.

KIDDER: They certainly were...
Q: And how were we reacting at that point?
KIDDER: I think a lot related to the use of the military. When I got there, there were practically

no American military there, except an attaché or two. Of course it grew up and up till a Brigadier
General was our attaché. He had no political sense what so ever.
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Q: So it was a routine assignment? The military sent somebody there without thinking this was
really a hot spot?

KIDDER: I don't know how they were assigned. The senior American military officer was a two
star General up in Hanoi. In those days, our military attaché in Saigon was a Brigadier General.
He was a nice fellow, but he had no political sense whatsoever. His reporting was generally what
he thought Washington wanted to hear.

Q: What was the situation, you had the French involved in the Dien Bien Phu incident; they were
up in Hanoi. What down in Saigon? Was this considered a separate country at that point ?

KIDDER: No, when Vietnam was split in two, we had to close our office in Hanoi, where we
had had a consul and a vice-consul...

Q: That was Toby Swank?.. no, Tom Corcoran?

KIDDER: Yes, I can't remember who preceded Tom. But we worked together, I went up several
times, and we got along very well with the French. I never found the Vietnamese people easy to
get along with, as opposed to the Lao and the Cambodians, who were...

Q: Did we feel at that point that there were Vietnamese to deal with?

KIDDER: Oh yes, increasingly so. Ngo Dinh Diem, always worked late at night. I remember
being called at 12 o'clock at night to see him.

Q: What was his position at that time?

KIDDER: He was Prime Minister.

Q: What was your impression of him?

KIDDER: I think he was a very able man. He was not popular with the French. He had a very
rough job really, because he was neither one thing nor the other, while the French were really in
command. We talked a lot in late evenings. He liked to talk a great deal. We got along very well
with him, and his principal officers.

Q: What were the major things that you were trying to accomplish, what was your major focus?
KIDDER: Our major focus was the war. The way which we would operate together and a
number of problems kept arising, none of them very serious. By and large, I think our relations
were good.

Q: I'was in the Air Force, and I recall this vividly. As an enlisted man, and I was going to be

discharged in 1954, yet there was a lot of talk after Dien Bien Phu which was what, early '54 or
late '53?
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KIDDER: I think it was May of '54.

Q: The French were trying to have us go in, and there was a debate about whether we would get
involved or not. And so many of us were concerned about being kept on in the military but what
were we advising or saying we should do, what was the thinking about what we should do at our
legation?

KIDDER: It became an embassy about that time. The work with the French who were under the
Governor General - I can't even remember his exact title - he was military while I was there. But
Jean Daridan, a career diplomat, was high up in there, and I had known him before. By and large
we got on extremely well with the Foreign Office people. They were very helpful to us. I think
they understood our problems; their problems were serious, but they knew they were on the way
out. The question was were we on the way in or what was going to happen? So I saw a great deal
of the French and also of the Vietnamese military.

Q: What were we trying to do at that time? Speaking from the embassy, there was Donald Heath
who was our Ambassador...

KIDDER: He was Ambassador for a long time. He was a wonderful fellow to work with...

Q: He was my Ambassador when I was in Saudi Arabia. What was his thinking and what was the
thinking of his staff about the situation and what we should do?

KIDDER: He played a very quiet role. By then relations were a three pronged affair - French
relations and Vietnamese... Laos and Cambodia didn't account for much then. Basically it was in
Saigon...where Donald Heath who was a very able man, but very understated; he wasn't
loquacious, or a man who sort of took the center stage. He was wonderful to work for. Basically
it was a question of continuing our relations with the Vietnamese and the Vietnamese armed
forces and also the French. Because that was certainly very important. The French were still
ruling the roost.

Q: How did you see this thing playing out at the time? Did you have any feeling about what we
should do? Other than just what our instructions were?

KIDDER: I felt very strongly that the United States should not get too deeply involved in
Southeast Asia. Because I figured it was a losing game. At that time I think the total American
military in Vietnam was around 300 to 400. We didn't want a vast American presence and of
course there wasn't until after I had left. We felt very strongly that Americans should not get
deeply involved in Southeast Asia. We figured it would be a losing game.

Q: Before you went out, what was your impression of Sihanouk?

KIDDER: I don't think he was taken very seriously, as seriously as we should have. He was
regarded as something of a playboy. I think he was underrated.

Q: Was this from within the Department, too?
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KIDDER: Yes.

Q: Were you given any sort of instructions before you went to Saigon?
KIDDER: I must have been but I don't remember them.

Q: It was a hurry-up affair?

KIDDER: It was a hurry up affair. I'd been out of touch with that part of the world for quite some
time. We had a very competent fellow who had been in charge of the embassy who was
transferred. I knew some of the French in Saigon who were in close contact with the Vietnamese
and always talked very frankly with them. I never had a problem with the French.

Q: What was the feeling when you went out, did you see Cambodia as purely a front for the
North Vietnamese? Did you think there was something we could do to prevent the North from
using it as a staging area?

KIDDER: I don't think there was much optimism with regard to that. I think what they wanted
me to do, and it was being done very well by the officer in Hanoi, were personal estimates of the
Prince's views. How much power he had or didn't have, and during the time I was there I talked
to the British and the French, and the Canadians, and others, the Australians, and I think the
impression was he was a much more competent man than they thought he was. That was the
reaction I got. But [ never saw him while I was there.

Q: This is a later addition to the interview, you mention that you had an experience in Saigon?

KIDDER: Yes, I was chargé d'affaires, in a rather weird position because the personal
representative of the President with the rank of Ambassador was my boss. But he never
presented credentials, so I remained technically the chargé d'affaires, and signed all his
telegrams, which surprised his aides considerably. He was a very fine man to work with, but he
and I didn't quite agree on some things. He said he wanted me to say exactly what I thought,
which I did, much to the alarm of the two Colonels who worked for him. But anyway, he was
called to Washington for several weeks. The problems of what was going to happen to Vietnam
was very much a toss-up and the personality of Ngo Dinh Diem... should we or should we not
help him out, should we support him? I believed we should support him and when my boss, the
general, was back in Washington talking to all the higher-ups, I was called one day to see the
French General in command. I'd been to see Ngo Dinh Diem twice that day, and the French
Commander-in-Chief who was the principal French representative in Saigon, I saw twice that
day. It was a very, very busy day, and the thing that the French had decided was they would no
longer support Ngo Dinh Diem, would try to get him replaced. In the meantime, Ngo Dinh Diem
had I thought done a remarkably good job. And I took the liberty without any instructions from
Washington - I had none - I decided that we would not support the French in trying to get rid of
Diem; on the contrary, we would support him. And I reported that to the Department in a
carefully worded telegram by Frank Meloy who was an expert, and for three days I got no
results. Nothing. The third day I got a very brief telegram of congratulations. It was very moving
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for me. I had had no instructions, and I knew that the general, my boss, did not agree with me. I
had pointed that out in the telegram, but under the circumstances we had to support Diem and not
have him thrown out by the French.

Q: This was 1955?

KIDDER: Well, it was not long before I left. That was the only time I had to make a decision for
the government without any instructions.

Q: This came up after the interview because we were discussing the feeling in Washington that
with the telephone, they don't need anyone out in the field. They are calling the shots. But again
and again when things are moving fast, that's not the case. It gets lost sight of.

KIDDER: When I saw the French Commander-in-Chief in Saigon, he was very, very surprised.
He knew what my boss thought, so he was very surprised when I told him what our position was.

GEORGE LAMBRAKIS
Trainee, USIS
Saigon (1954-1955)

George Lambrakis was born in Illinois in 193 1. After receiving his bachelor’s
degree from Princeton University in 1952, he went on to earn both his master’s
degree from Johns Hopkins University in 1953 and his law degree from Tufts
University in 1969. His career has included positions in Saigon, Pakse, Conakry,
Munich, Tel Aviv, and Teheran. Mr. Lambrakis was interviewed by Charles Stuart
Kennedy in June 2002.

Q: This would be in '54.

LAMBRAKIS: This would be '54. I also taught by correspondence personnel relations to
business people at a school called the Holmes Institute. I was teaching Greek and selling
encyclopedias. Then I passed the Foreign Service oral exam in Asia, in Saigon, where three
ambassadors examined me. One of them, Mac Godley in Cambodia, much later took me on as
his DCM in Beirut, Lebanon.

Q: Well, when you arrived in Saigon, what did they do?

LAMBRAKIS: It was pretty good. USIS had about 12 people. I was the first, and then we got a
second junior officer trainee, Tom Grunwald, so there were two of us. I was assigned to the press
section to begin with. Howie Simpson who used to make wonderful cartoons for the Foreign
Service Journal was the press officer. He knew a lot about everybody. This was shortly after
Dien Bien Phu. I went there in September; Dien Bien Phu, the great defeat of the French, had
happened, I think in June. Simpson knew several of the French colonels who had either served
there or knew people who had served there. I was rotated from section to section over one year,

114



publications, field work. I traveled around the country with mobile units passing out literature.
When my year was up, the word came in that I was going to be transferred to Laos.

Q: Before we go to Laos, what was the situation in Vietnam at the time?

LAMBRAKIS: When I arrived in Vietnam, Ngo Dien Diem had just taken office. I was told as I
arrived there that South Vietnam would last at the most six more months, and Ngo Dien Diem no
more than three months. This was the beginning of my experience with people telling you what
will happen, and of course, eventually many people are right, but the problem is what is their
timing. In this case, as we know, Ngo Dien Diem went on for many years, South Vietnam went
on for many years. But everybody was very pessimistic. It was a dicey situation, but frankly
USIS was trying its best to fix it. I had interesting experiences. One of my assignments was with
the radio section. What we were doing was monitoring the news around the world in the evening
and then we would tape them and they would be rebroadcast by the Vietnamese to their own
field posts, so they would be put out as news bulletins all around the country next morning.
Somebody had to get that tape from where we were recording it to the broadcasting studio at
night, around midnight. One of the problems was that the police and the military were fighting at
that point, because the military were under Ngo Dien Diem, the police were still quite corrupt,
and with a lot of French influence. The French had left very unhappily at the time. Also there
were at least three other armed groups that were anti-government. One of my jobs was on my
motor scooter carrying this tape. I had to go up this main street between the police on one side
and the military on the other, who would occasionally shoot at each other. This was always kind
of fun as I zoomed through in the middle of the night and got to the Saigon radio station where
people would turn their Tommy guns on you. That was one of my various experiences here. The
situation in Vietnam was quite good when I was there from '54 to '55. It got much worse later.

Q: Well, had the exodus from the north started?

LAMBRAKIS: I am glad you mentioned that. Yes, and I had a part in that too. First of all that
was the height of the exodus. I was sent to Haiphong because Hanoi and Haiphong were the last
places to be evacuated. Haiphong harbor was the last place from which they were leaving. I went
up there and did interviews on the ship on the way back with people as to what their experiences
were as refugees, most of whom of course were Catholics fleeing to the south. Ngo Dien Diem
was a Catholic, which eventually was part of his downfall in a Buddhist country. The other part
of it was that the North Vietnamese got kind of preferential treatment. People thought that this
was because they were Catholics but it was also because northerners tend to be a lot more
energetic in Vietnam than the southerners. They were ready to work. But I did come back on
their boat with them. I was also sent up there for six weeks to sit in for the USIS representative in
Haiphong, “Red” Austin, the last one we had, while he went on leave. That was one of my
temporary assignments.

Q: Was the plan early on to stay in North Vietnam?
LAMBRAKIS: I don't think so. We had to leave. The last thing we did, one of the many futile

gestures, was passing out radios to people. That was one of my last jobs in North Vietnam, which
of went to all of the villagers when we had to leave. As soon as we left, the local Viet Minh came
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by and collected them all. They were all supposed to be tuned to our frequency. I would just
drive around and distribute them with a Vietnamese team. Mind you, it was quite clear at the
time that there wasn't going to be another election in the south, because by then people knew all
about elections in communist countries. We figured if there was going to be one total election for
the country, there would be 99% vote for the communist party in the north, there would be a
large percent in the south. The communists would win, and we had already seen what happened
in places like Czechoslovakia when even 40% of the vote goes to the communists. So
reinterpretation of this later on had it that the Americans broke the Geneva agreement, but at the
time there was no talk about the issue. In fact even as late as when I was in Israel, I was making
speeches in favor of the American position in Vietnam.

Q: Who was our ambassador when you were in Saigon?

LAMBRAKIS: Well we had several. I can't remember the name of the Foreign Service officer.
Was it Reinhardt?

Q: It was Donald Heath at one time.

LAMBRAKIS: Actually I got there while Heath was still ambassador. Then he was replaced by
someone else, I think Reinhardt. A military man, I think General Collins, came out there as
presidential special emissary because I also did a run up country following President Diem with
Collins when Diem went around introducing him and showing him the country. I even had an
amusing time one day when I got to a theater late. I told the usher “I am from the American
embassy.” He ushered me to the second row where there was an empty seat right in the middle.
The guy in front of me turned around to see who I was. It was Ngo Dien Diem, the President!
The usher must have thought I was an American ambassador just arrived!...Not very
sophisticated.

Q: Then you were moved. Is this part of a regular rotation thing?

LAMBRAKIS: There is one last thing I should say about Saigon since I have a French wife. That
is that French junior officers were very unhappy about the Americans appearing to take Vietnam
from them. They started setting off bombs. The first bomb was set off in front of the USIS
library which happened to be just below where I was living at the time. I was in my apartment
when the explosion occurred right in front of it. Then they were leaving bombs all over until
finally they were caught. The Vietnamese police officer I was sitting next to in a theater one time
turned to me and proudly said, "I was the one who caught those Frenchmen."

Q: But it was French who were doing that?

LAMBRAKIS: They were French officers, junior officers, but there was a lot of bitterness
among the French. If you think back on it, Eisenhower had refused any meaningful assistance at
Dien Bien Phu. They resented the Americans because they felt we were supporting Ngo Dien
Diem, and Ngo Dien Diem was taking the country away from them. There was somebody named
Bao Dai, the former emperor there, who was on the French Riviera and never came back.
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ROBERT F. FRANKLIN
Radio Officer, USIS
Hanoi and Saigon (1954-1956)

Press Officer
Saigon (1962)

Robert F. Franklin was born in California in 1920. He joined USIA in 1951 and
served as a radio officer in Tangier, Vietnam, Germany, the Philippines, and
Africa. He was interviewed by Earl Wilson in 1988.

Q: Then the French you had when you went to your next post which I understand was Saigon?

FRANKLIN: That's right. I was French speaking and had a radio-broadcasting background
which is the reason they asked me to replace the radio officer. I must tell you about this.

A fellow named Frank Mullen was the previous radio officer who managed to render the
daughter of the Chief of Police in Saigon pregnant.

Q: I have to interpose right there one minute. I want to get a time frame. It's around early 1954
we're talking about.

FRANKLIN: That's correct. I think I arrived in April of '54 in Saigon.
Q: Okay, now back to the police chief.

FRANKLIN: Well, it was gently suggested that he might do better to resign, which he did. But,
of course, they were left without a radio officer, and things at that time were really getting hot in
Indochina. It was the period of Dien Bien Phu. The Viet Minh were winning. The French pretty
much had their backs against the wall. And we didn't know quite where we were going.

So anyway, I was sent over and asked to sort of restart a radio program which I did. I got
involved with the aid program there, too. We did audio tracks for A.I.D. motion pictures and that
sort of thing. So it was an active period. Very shortly after I arrived, I don't suppose it was more
than a month, I was sent up to Hanoi where Martin Ackerman at that time was the branch PAO.
You remember Martin I'm sure. Howie Thomas was up there, also.

Q: That was a rather pleasant town, wasn't it?
FRANKLIN: Well, now that was a wild town. Because this was all French troops. The French to
support the moral had sent in entertainment from Paris, the best entertainment they could get, the

nightclubs and all that. So it was a very interesting time. However, Dien Bien Phu finally
collapsed.
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The agreement was that the French would render all of North Vietnam to the Viet Minh on a
certain date. It was sometime in the middle of the year. And I went up with my chief local whose
name [ cannot recall but who shortly thereafter went to work for the Voice. You can probably
look him up in the Vietnamese section, at least in the record.

He and I went up to see what we could see on this turnover. And he made a report in
Vietnamese; I made a report in English -- these were all on rather primitive portable tape
recorders at that time, battery operated -- which we sent back by pouch to Saigon. I recall that we
recorded the Viet Minh, who were very militant singers. We had really quite a singing concert
there where they had taken over one area. They didn't bother us.

We were hitching a ride with a fellow named John McGowan. This was not your John
McGowan. He was an Army Major, an assistant military attaché. We found a hill in Hanoi where
we could get a good view of a large area. There were plenty of people in the streets (this was a
popular rebellion) and everywhere you could see more and more Viet Minh flags, the red field
with the gold star centered. And, as I wrote into the little piece that I sent back, the major said,
"you know, something is very familiar about this." He thought a moment, then he snapped his
fingers and said, "I know! It looks just like the takeover of East Berlin. All the red flags popping
out here and there."

Right. One little interesting incident: My local employee, my assistant, had a sister who lived not
far from the Red River Bridge, and he wanted to drop off briefly and see his sister. I said, all
right, five minutes, ten minutes, don't be very long. So we parked in this large square near where
his sister lived. She was half a block away. The significance of the Red River Bridge or the Red
River was that it marked the border between the area that was to be immediately occupied at that
time by the Viet Minh and the sort of reserved area around Haiphong, the adjacent port city, that
was not to be turned over for several months.

As we learned later, the Hanoi regiment of the Viet Minh was due to come in to that square and
have a celebration. We had had no idea. And in the ten minutes that we were there, parked in that
square, the square became packed with people awaiting the arrival of this home-town Viet Minh
regiment. This was from our point of view sort of the enemy, you know, although nothing was
declared at that time. Here I was sitting with an American major in uniform driving an American
car -- | think it was a little Jeep carryall -- and surrounded by these people, absolutely surrounded
by them. They didn't really pay much attention to us, thank God.

I was saying mentally to my assistant, "come on, come on. Say goodbye to your sister and get up
here." Well, to make a long story short he did, but we could not see how we could get out. The
place was absolutely jam packed with people. It was a sizeable square that ordinarily would take
up about a square block in the United States. Fortunately, the last French tank column to leave
Hanoi came through at that point and started crossing the Red River bridge down to Haiphong.
We just pulled in behind the French and got across the bridge. So that was a little incident
worthy of remembering.

From Haiphong, incidentally, MSTS, that is Military Sea Transport Service ships, American
ships, came up and transported refugees from the north, 5,000 at a time, down to the southern
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part of Vietnam, Saigon and that area.

My wife got involved in that. She was working at that time. The Binh Xuyen rebellion, which I
will explain shortly, had resulted in the death of the chief of the AID photo laboratory, Dixie
Reese. As I said, everything was heating up during this time, and AID was desperate for
somebody to take that over. My wife had some photographic experience, not very profound, but
enough to count, and they asked her to take over and run the lab. In connection with that, she ran
up to Hanoi and did a photo story on the refugees coming down, among other things.

Interesting historical note: That was the time of Dr. Tom Dooley, who later became rather
famous in setting up the clinic in Laos. When we went up to Haiphong on two or three occasions
pending its turnover, we stayed in the same hotel as Tom and ate a number of meals with him.
We had to admire this energetic young Navy doctor going out and working in the refugee camps
where they were staging pending getting on the American ships. That's just a little sidelight.

One other incident that occurred. Well, it wasn't really an incident -- a situation: Just before the
takeover of Hanoi, the consulate up there was a residential place, a house, set well back from the
road, behind a lawn of 50 feet in depth perhaps. And they had a Viet Minh guard out in front of
the consulate. The consul, by the way, stayed there, oh, six months or more after the occupation
by Viet Minh. But it was very nerve-wracking, because when you'd go into the consulate or
come out of the consulate, the Viet Minh guard had a burp gun, a small machine gun, that he
pointed right at your belly button, all the time from the time you got out of the car, walked up the
lawn, the 50 odd feet, and got in the door. Then he'd pick you up coming out of the door,
machine gun pointed at you all the way, with his finger on the trigger. And you couldn't help but
think, "Gosh, what would happen if this fellow sneezed?"

In Saigon we had another rebellion that I didn't see much of in the American press later on. It
was the Binh Xuyen, nominally a religious sect but not really: a little bit closer to the Mafia than
anything else. Emperor Bao Dai had given them control of the police force in Saigon. But Bao
Dai had gone back to France in exile. Ngo Dinh Diem had been elected president, and he wanted
the Binh Xuyen out. They rebelled. We had a rather violent civil war in Saigon when this
occurred. I don't remember the exact date. But it was not too long after the Hanoi takeover,
probably the fall of '54.

And there was a murder right in front of our house. I happened to live directly opposite the
ambassador in a duplex along with Jim Carrigan and his wife -- that is, they had the other half.
And there was a shooting from one vespa (motor scooter) to another right in front of the house,
connected to that local rebellion.

So my boy -- how old is he now? I guess about 10 or 11 at this time -- grew up knowing the size
of mortars from the sound and the caliber of ammunition. Was that a 30 caliber or 50 caliber
machine gun, etcetera? It was an interesting period. The rebellion failed after two or three weeks.

We stayed two years. I didn't like Saigon. Not for the lack of interest in it, but I tolerate the

tropics poorly. The heat bothers me a great deal. I didn't like it, so I was happy to leave in the
Spring of '56.
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Q: Your broadcasting, were you feeding stories to VOA?

FRANKLIN: No, we were doing mostly local work. Occasionally we'd send a piece to VOA, but
really not very often. Nearly all was local production for placement on the local radio station. At
that time there were two stations operating in Saigon, "Radio France Asie," French Asian Radio
which, of course, was owned and operated by the French government, and comparable perhaps
to RIAS, you know, that sort of thing. Then Radio Saigon and, to the north, Radio Hue. We were
putting things on tape, reel to reel tape in those days, and giving them to Vietnamese radio
stations. And we curried their favor by giving them our equipment which they used for various
programs. We got along very well with them.

Q: Well, I suppose, some of this was covering AID type of activities.

FRANKLIN: Part of it was that, yes. Part of it was blatant propaganda. Now we were getting
very militant about opposition to the Viet Minh. And I remember, I got a book of Vietnamese
proverbs and had it translated. (Of course, we had translators in the office.) I picked out anything
that might be turned to apply to the anti-Viet Minh posture.

Q: So this was unattributed material.
FRANKLIN: Well, it was nominally attributed to the South Vietnamese government.
Q: Right.

FRANKLIN: But we prepared the spots. And we prepared them in typical American fashion
with fanfares and music background and two and three voices. A lot of one minute spots. The
stations played them to death. They really played them to death. I think they had quite an impact.

We also produced a cultural program. One of our officers, Mim Johnstone, had been reared in
part in France and really spoke quite good French. So we asked her to do -- I think it was a
weekly program on American culture, all sorts of things. Cultural news from the United States,
music -- no heavy hand at all. she did, and that was very popular. These were all, I think. We
recorded the spots on disks in those days, the old 16-inch acetates. And her program was on tape,
of course, then provided to the radio station. Very, very popular.

Q: Two things. One is that progressively as the cold war developed, especially in Vietnam and
Thailand, the USIA was moving more and more into unattributed type of propaganda activities
in support of the local government.

FRANKLIN: Exactly right.

Q: I suppose during your period in Saigon that the Viet Minh controlled vast areas of the
country. And therefore radio would have been a particularly effective means of trying to reach
them.
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FRANKLIN: Exactly correct. And the Voice of America itself was very important with their
daily Vietnamese program. It was run very efficiently by a fellow whose name I've forgotten, but
he was a former missionary in Vietnam and spoke fluent Vietnamese -- an American -- and he
did a very good job with that.

When I arrived there the post was "Indochina," and Saigon was the capital of Indochina. Later, of
course, we split up and had separate operations in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, or Kampuchea they
call it now, Vientiane for Laos.

Q: I remember a fellow by the name of Olsen who was a political officer in Manila had been in
Saigon. And he would go up to Phnom Penh to play bridge with French civilians and come back
to report on conditions. That was his cover.

FRANKLIN: Well, we all did this. I was responsible for providing radio programs the three
countries, what are now three countries. And I made frequent trips to Phnom Penh. Later Martin
Ackerman became PAO there. And who was it? Ted Tanen was PAO in Laos, where I also had
to visit. We had far more than we could do for all this big area, really. We had to rely heavily on
radio, because a great deal of the country is rural, as you know. How else are you going to reach
these people?

One officer, Fred Rein, who was a former Broadway stage manager, had a good idea: He got
together a cast of actors who went around giving little skits. All propaganda, if you will. But he
had a regular tour going in our area around Saigon. Quite effective.

Q: Well, you said that you didn't do well in the tropics. Were you sick there?

FRANKLIN: I just tolerated the heat ill, I think. In those days we didn't have enough electricity
to run two air conditioners. Jim Carrigan, who had moved in a few weeks before me, had an air
conditioner, and I couldn't ask him to stop his so I could put one on, so I had no air conditioner.

Q: My recollection is Jim Carrigan got sick and left.
FRANKLIN: No, you're thinking of Jack Andrew, who died of a liver infection. Annette Andrew

later married Stan Karnow. (Author of Vietnam, A History. Stanley Karnow was at that time,
and for many years thereafter, a correspondent in Southeast Asia.) Several years obviously.

Q: I'll be darned. 1 just finished reading Karnow's history.
FRANKLIN: And I knew Stan later on.

You recall my mentioning the election of Ngo Dinh Diem who was, at least initially, "our man."
The one that we supported for president of the country. USIA played a very big hand in that,
with radio spots, and I remember Jim Carrigan my neighbor who was running the press section at
that time, turned out I don't know how many hundreds of thousands of little paper Vietnamese
flags. The Viet Minh had their own flag. And the Vietnamese flag was a yellow background with
horizontal red stripes on it. But the whole idea was to instill patriotism and support Ngo Dinh
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Diem.

Ngo did very well when he first came in. He was an ascetic, you could say almost a recluse. And
a very moral man. He got into trouble later on and got assassinated. That's all in the history
books, and you don't need that from me.

Q: Well, in any event, according to your biography you went from there to Berlin.

koksk

When I was serving in Manila, the fellow who was slated to be press attaché in Saigon had a
family problem, I think his wife had glaucoma as I remember, and was delayed in arriving. The
departing press attaché had frantically to get to someplace else -- I don't know why that was -- so
because [ was nearby and was familiar with the area they asked me to come over and wear the
press attachés hat for a little while.

A couple of things there stick in my memory. I was there, I don't know, maybe a month, maybe
even slightly less. But while I was there I had the embarrassing little incident of having an
Indian, that is from India, publisher from the Madras area, owner of a newspaper and a publisher.
Acting as his own correspondent, he had come in to see me, the American press attaché to ask
about this and that. And I swear his accent was so thick that I got embarrassed asking him,
"What did you say?" Shows to go you English ain't always English. It depends a lot on how well
it's understood.

Another rather annoying incident that came up that I would like to relate for the record. About
that time the very first baby flat top was coming over from the United States bringing the very
first batch of helicopters to Vietnam for these American troops. And we got notice of it by
telegram. But it was secret. The telegram was marked secret for a couple of obvious reasons.

And some damn fool politician, one of the Congressman or a Senator, I've forgotten which,
opened his yap and gave it to the press long before the ship arrived. I think the ship had just
departed Seattle as I recall. And I was put in the very embarrassing position being the press
attach¢ and dealing with all these news hungry American correspondents asking about this ship
which had a certain significance at the time, since it was the first one to come.

And I finally wound up going down to the dock which in Saigon was at the end of the main
streets. We used to call it Rue Catinat -- I've forgotten the new name of it. But anyway, there was
the ship, this great big ship, blocking the sun. And helicopters all aboard. And one of the
correspondents came up to me and said, well, what have you got to say now? And I said, "Ship?
What ship?" What else could I say?

JOHN A. LACEY
Intelligence Analyst, Vietnamese Affairs, Bureau of Intelligence and Research
Washington, DC (1954-1956)
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Country Officer, Burma/Cambodia Desk
Washington, DC (1965-1966)

John A. Lacey was born in Illinois in 1917. He joined the Department of State in
1950 and the Foreign Service in 1955. He served in Taiwan, Hong Kong,
Singapore, Australia, and Rangoon. He was interviewed by Henry Precht in 1989.

Q: So, John, you then made the decision, over your wife's reservations, to enter the Foreign
Service, but you continued in intelligence research. And I see from your CV you were an analyst
of Vietnam, of Indochina, in that period.

LACEY: That illustrates another continuing point of my gripes against the American public and
Uncle Sam's operations in terms of the American's ignorance of foreign affairs. I was called in by
my boss, my senior boss, in INR and told that I was now being assigned to Indochina. Why?
Well, the battle of Dien Bien Phu, you remember had occurred -- well, I think it started in March
and ended in May of '54. In any case, whenever it started, it became a turning point in history,
the end of colonial rule and the beginning of America's involvement in Asia.

Uncle Sam suddenly realized that we knew nothing about Indochina. Now, why did we know so
little? Because up to that point in time, Uncle Sam was quite content -- and I use Uncle Sam in
the sense of Washington leadership -- to leave the administration and problems of Indochina to
the French, just as we looked to older colonial powers to administer other Asian countries.
Suddenly, we were left with a vacuum.

Of our several people in the Department of State, only Paul Kattenburg -- whose name may ring
a bell with you -- had any claim at all of being knowledgeable about Indochina. Now, we did
have a couple other people. Conrad Becker was an authority on Burma, Dick Stuart on
Indonesia. But that was more of a personal pastime than it was a matter of State. Certainly, when
I said to my boss, "I don't know anything about Indochina."

"Well, you know something about China, don't you?"
"Yes."
He said, "That's half the battle."

Well, you chuckle rightly because anyone halfway familiar with the world knows that it is not
half the battle at all.

Anyway, I was assigned to the Indochina desk in 1954, about the summer thereof. I remained
there until '56. Because of my NIS, National Intelligence Survey, experience I was put in charge
of the NIS program for Indochina. That was illuminating, but primarily for me. I am not certain
that the product represented anything spectacular.

skekesk
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Q: How did you know you were in trouble with Mr. Bundy? I mean, how did that drama play
out?

LACEY: I took over the Burma-Cambodian desk from a very able officer, Dick Ewing, in July
or August -- [ have forgotten the precise date -- of '67. At the time, it was felt by everyone
including myself that Burma and Cambodia were sleepy little outfits and that Lacey despite his
health would be up to it. But, as it turned out, no one had reckoned with the desire of the
Pentagon leaders, especially those concerned with Asia and Vietnam, to step up the ante. The
ante being a desire on the part of senior Pentagon mostly Army types to intervene in Cambodia
to stop the movement of the Viet Cong down the Ho Chi Minh trail. Remember that?

Q: Right.

LACEY: And the Ho Chi Minh trail went along the border that ended in the southern part of
Cambodia. The Pentagon wanted to intercept that trail in the worst kind of way.

Well, John Lacey and a superior person by the name of Evelyn Colbert, who still was
intelligence INR/DREF, felt to the contrary. Our argument was, "Look, you fellows, you can't
even control the northern part of Vietnam, south of the dividing line. Why do you want to extend
the war? I mean, the conflict?" Incidentally, I still refuse to refer to it as a war because we never
declared war. In any case, that was our position and EAP's energies focused on that.

Every morning there was a scheduled meeting on Vietnam/Cambodia. The Pentagon tribe would
come over the river to the Department of State. We would have prepared our last position in
response to their last proposal only to be confronted with a newly-developed position, a new
rationale for why American troops should be allowed to enter Cambodia. They wore us down.

I fought that to the point where the word got passed to the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State.
Q: Sullivan?

LACEY: No, not Sullivan, he was much earlier. This fellow was a carpet by the name of Habib,
Phil Habib. He called me into his office and said, "John, Mr. Bundy wants you out by noon

g):d gc;d you done something in the morning meeting that had offended him?

LACEY: I have no idea what the circumstances were, but I think the provocation for Bundy's
decision was that I had been consistently opposing --

Q: A thorn in the Pentagon's side.
LACEY: Well, in the Department of State's side, too, as far as Bill Bundy was concerned. So |

had no choice but to pack up my few papers. I remember going to Harald Jacobson's office who
was then chief of the China desk of EAP. I cried like a baby. The second time I have cried.
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Harald Jacobson was a good family friend and still is. I was mortified, but in retrospect, that was
probably the best thing that ever happened to me, Henry, because Roy Wald -- whose name |
have mentioned before -- was now working in the Office of Science and Technological Affairs.
He and I had been long-time friends.

RUFUS C. PHILLIPS, 111
U.S. Army and Central Intelligence Agency
Saigon (1954-1955)

Assistant Director, Rural Affairs,
Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS)
Vientiane, Laos (1957-1959)

Rufus C. Phillips, 11l was born in Ohio in 1929. He graduated from Yale
University in 1951 and served overseas in the U.S. Army from 1954 to 1955. After
serving for several years with the Central Intelligence Agency, he served as

Assistant Director of the CORDS program in Vietnam. He was interviewed July
19, 1995 by Charles Stuart Kennedy.

Q: You said you were assigned to Ed Lansdale's operation. Could you explain who he was and
what you did?

PHILLIPS: He had been sent to Vietnam. When he was in the Philippines acting as an advisor to
Magsaysay, he had been asked to go over and take a look at Vietnam. Of course, all of this is in
his autobiography. He went around with the French and looked at the guerrilla situation there.
When the Geneva Conference took place in 1954, he was called back to Washington and asked if
he would be willing to go to Vietnam. So he did as Chief of what was called the Saigon Military
Mission. The Agency had two local stations. One station was a normal station inside the
embassy, and the other was a special group in MAAG. General O'Daniel was commander of
MAAG. He had just been assigned out there. Lansdale had requested some help and the Agency
scoured the Far East for anybody who was in uniform. Some reservists were put back in uniform.
He got a whole group of people there, none of whom were particularly suited for what he wanted
them for, except for the then Major Lucien Conein, who had been in the OSS, had been in
Vietnam, had both a paramilitary background and Vietnam experience. The rest of us, by and
large, were people who had some paramilitary training, which wasn't really what he needed at
that point because there wasn't going to be a war. He put some of us into an entirely different
role. I was assigned to begin to work with a Vietnamese Army psychological routine unit, which
was a combination psy-war company and troop information unit. That is what I began to do. Just
about everything I did out there was an overt rather than covert activity.

Q: You must have been sitting down and reading the book trying to keep one chapter ahead of
the book?

PHILLIPS: Well, I remember when he told me that he wanted me to work with the Vietnamese
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psychological warfare unit, I said, "I don't know anything about psychological warfare." He
reached into his bookcase and threw me this book by Paul Linebarger, which was THE book
written on psychological warfare after World War II and said, "Here, read this."

Q: Before we move on, how did you see Lansdale's operation and how did it fit into the mission
there?

PHILLIPS: He had a very broad charter. It was literally, "Ed, do what you can to save South
Vietnam." In my opinion, he was a real political genius in terms of conceptualizing what might
pull South Vietnam together. It is hard now, I think, to realize what South Vietnam was like then.
The French had just lost the war and were completely discouraged. The South Vietnamese had
been excluded from the negotiations. Diem had just been appointed by Emperor Bao Dai as
Prime Minister. He had come to Saigon and found that he didn't even control his own palace
guard who belonged to the Binh Xuyen who were a gangster sect in Saigon. They had actually
bought control of the police force from Bao Dai. So you had the Binh Xuyen who were riding
around in uniforms patrolling the streets of Saigon, who were the police, but who also controlled
all of the gambling, vice and the opium trade. The army was commanded by a General Hinh who
held the rank of brigadier general in the French Air Force. He was Vietnamese, but very
susceptible to French influence. The French establishment resented Diem because he had always
refused to cooperate with the French and was known to be anti-French. They wanted to maintain
their control over the way things were being run. They tried to do this through the Binh Xuyen.
Initially they tried through the army, where they had some real influence with General Hinh.

The other thing that was really complicating things was that there were so many refugees coming
out of North Vietnam who had to be resettled. The government was completely disorganized.
The French had never given it much responsibility. It was a facade of a government. The French
controlled all the gasoline supplies for the Vietnamese Army, for example. Most of the logistics
for the Army had been provided by the French. All of a sudden after Geneva, the Vietnamese
were nominally in control but had little or no means and certainly no experience in actually
accomplishing the tasks of government.

Ed tried to help the Vietnamese attack their problems on a number of fronts. One was to help
them organize and set up some kind of a special commission to handle the refugee problem.
Through MAAG, we were able to get special CAT (Civil Air Transport) flights and the Navy
participated in moving these refugees. We were able to get supplies in and to help the
Vietnamese build refugee camps. MAAG was very effectively involved in that. There was a
volunteer medical operation called Operation Brotherhood which provided a lot of Filipino
doctors who came in and took care of many of the refugees. Operation Brotherhood was a
combined brain child of Lansdale and of a group of Filipinos.

Another problem was that the Viet Minh were scheduled to evacuate areas in the South that they
controlled and move at least their regular troops back up north. The question was, "Is there
anything to fill this vacuum?" Lansdale saw that a plan was needed on the Vietnamese side
which the Americans could support both with tangible economic aid and military assistance to
reoccupy these areas and to reestablish government. So that became what we called the National
Security Program. We helped draft and Diem promulgated a National Security Act whereby the
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Vietnamese Army was put in charge of these areas for a certain period of time. Eventually they
would become civilian areas.

So, these operations, using elements of the nascent Vietnamese Army, had to be mobilized,
organized, trained and then deployed to reoccupy various areas. One of the real problems was a
psychological one with the Vietnamese. They didn't think they could do anything, because they
had never been allowed to do anything on their own. They had very little self-confidence. They
had never really organized anything themselves, being used to the French telling them what to do
or doing things for them.

One of the ideas that Ed came up with was to use the Philippines as a way of generating self-
confidence in the Vietnamese and giving them ideas about what they could do or how they could
address some of their problems. In September 1954, we got a group of younger Vietnamese
together who came from a couple of ministries, from General Hinh's staff and from the
presidential palace to go over in a group to the Philippines to see what Magsaysay was doing,
and how they had dealt with the Communist Huk problem, not only militarily but mainly in a
civilian way. And also how they were resettling the Hukbalahaps, the communists, who had
surrendered.

I took this group over as their escort. This was rather a unique experience because I didn't know
anything really about what had been happening in the Philippines. It was very exciting for me
personally, and I think very exciting for the Vietnamese, because we saw, contrary to communist
propaganda, that in fact the Filipinos were running their own affairs. They were responsible for
all of these operations, not the Americans. I think the Vietnamese picked up both ideas and a lot
of confidence out of that. We were able to bring some Filipino advisors to Vietnam later to help
them. The head of the presidential guard battalion, Colonel Valeriong, came over to help Diem
organize his own security force and get rid of his Binh Xuyen guards.

In addition, of course, there was the whole political situation. All of the political parties in
Vietnam were basically underground parties. They had never been out in the open, never worked
with each other. They had lived a clandestine existence because the French had tried to eliminate
them and, of course, in the post-war struggles the Viet Minh had tried to eliminate them and in
fact did eliminate a number of them. So, everybody relied on secrecy and nobody was used to
dealing with each other out in the open. It was very difficult for them to do. The standard feeling
they had about each other, unless they knew someone almost from childhood, was automatic
distrust. Yet they had to begin to work together. Lansdale got involved in trying to get Diem
together with a number of local leaders and personalities. Most successful was his helping Diem
to achieve a relationship with Trinh Minh Tho who was a dissident Cao Dai leader who was
widely respected because he had fought both the French and the Viet Minh. His troops were
brought into the Vietnamese army as sort of an auxiliary. This helped tip the balance between
various quasi-religious and religious sects of which there were the Binh Xuyen, who weren't
religious at all, the Cao Dai, who were but who were divided into factions, and the Hoa Hao who
were another Buddhist offshoot, further down in the Delta, who also had two dissident factions.
The French had paid and subsidized a number of troops which came from the Cao Dai and the
Hoa Hao and had some control over various factions. So, it was a struggle between Diem trying
to line up some of the cleaner elements and the French maneuvering other elements and the
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whole natural scene of mutual suspicion. It was very, very difficult to try to keep some
semblance of government going in South Vietnam during this period.

Also, I should mention that General Hinh was himself involved in trying to pull off a coup
against Diem. It eventually aborted, and he left the country going into exile in France, because
the Americans wouldn't support him.

Q: Did you have the feeling that the United States had come in to be the big brother at that
point?

PHILLIPS: No, not really. We had come in, but you have to remember that we came in very
small numbers. I guess you could say that we wielded an influence which was disproportionate
to our numbers, but most of the Vietnamese, regardless whether they supported Diem or not,
wanted the French out of power. This was the real struggle that went on between nationalist
Vietnamese all of whom supported Diem in that part of what he was trying to do, and those
elements who still felt, either because they were directly on the payroll or were influenced by the
French colonialist element which was still in defacto control in this French establishment in
Vietnam. When Diem succeeded in overcoming the Binh Xuyen in the spring of 1955, he
became immensely popular in South Vietnam because he inherited the nationalist mantle as the
person who succeeded in getting the French all the way out of Vietnam. Well, this of course put
the Americans in a rather difficult position. We were working at the time in a joint military
mission called TRIM which was headed by General O'Daniel, but had a French deputy
commander. The idea was to combine the French and the American military missions. In this
way the Americans would have some ability to get at the training of the Vietnamese. Before that
the American military advisory group was the military advisory group to the French, not to the
Vietnamese. The Vietnamese were a subsidiary element of the French army. Once Diem came,
of course, the situation changed. General O'Daniel and the US as a whole wanted to have some
direct influence and contact with the Vietnamese. The way, at least initially, was through a joint
military mission. The problem was, of course, that there was a lot of dissension inside of the
military mission. It was funny in a way. What was called the National Security Division of
TRIM, was set up to assist Vietnamese national security operations, which were basically
reoccupations of territory by the Vietnamese army. Lansdale was the head of it. He had a deputy
called Roman Des Fosses, who was a very nice person, very decent, who had been in Vietnam 17
years. Under Roman Des Fosses, there was a group of French intelligence officers whose job
was to do nothing but to watch us. So it was really a bit strange. I didn't spend too much time at
headquarters because by October, November, 1954, I was already down in Soc Trang, with some
elements of the Vietnamese army, who were then forming to go in and reoccupy the Ca Mau
peninsula, the far south of South Vietnam. So, I spent most of my time out in the field.

Q: One person you haven't mentioned is the ambassador. Who was our ambassador at that time?
PHILLIPS: It was Donald Heath, who was replaced in 1955 by Reinhardt.
Q: These were both Europeanists.

PHILLIPS: Well, Heath was but he had a lot of sensitivity and feeling for the Vietnamese. He
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had very good relations with the French, but he, I think, was very perceptive and actually quite
sympathetic to what Lansdale was trying to do. It was a very, very difficult period because the
French were our allies in Europe. It started out being a European driven policy basically and I
think that is why we came, as much as anything, to the aid of the French in the early years of the
Indochina war. Then all of a sudden we found ourselves at loggerheads with them during the
1954-55 period. It was rather painful.

Q: Could you talk a little bit about your impression of the group of South Vietnamese you were
working with?

PHILLIPS: I worked with a variety of people. I worked with a number of the military, some of
whom had been Viet Minh earlier and then had come into the Vietnamese army having
abandoned the Viet Minh cause. Some of them had been trained by the French from the very
beginning as officers. So they were a mixed group. I found a number of very intelligent, very,
very dedicated people. Probably the most capable officer I worked with was Le Van Kim, who
was then a colonel. He was in fact the Army Chief of Staff. He had actually grown up in France,
although he was completely Vietnamese, and had been trained by the French. At the beginning
of World War II, after France fell he was interned and then was eventually repatriated to South
Vietnam. There later he joined the nascent Vietnamese army when the French decided to put Bao
Dai back on the throne and create a government in South Vietnam. He was an intellectual,
extremely bright and a very, very able army officer.

I spent a lot of time with Kim and became the liaison between TRIM and a two division
operation which he was in charge of to reoccupy Interzone V in Central Vietnam. Interzone V
stretched from the southern part of Quang Ngai almost down to Qui Nhon, or just south of Qui
Nhon. So it was all of Binh Dinh Province and about half of Quang Ngai Province. This was a
zone that the Viet Minh had controlled for about nine years. The French at one point had invaded
the area in something called Operation Atlante for about six months. They had brought some
Vietnamese unit with them and made some inroads but then left. So, really the area had enjoyed
almost uninterrupted Viet Minh rule for nine years. It was kind of a sanctuary. The Viet Minh
had agreed, as a result of Geneva, to pull their regular troops out of this, and other zones, and to
leave sections of Interzone V beginning in the north and going south in successive stages. So the
Vietnamese, under their national security directive, organized a force to go in and reoccupy that
area, using some lessons learned from the reoccupation of Ca Mau for which the troops had not
been very well prepared. In the case of this operation, Kim set up education and indoctrination
classes for all of the troops in terms of how to deal with the civilian population and what to do,
which actually resulted in a very successful reoccupation. There were two divisions of troops
who went in. It took about six weeks to progressively occupy the entire area from north to south.
During that time there was not one single incident between a civilian and Vietnamese soldiers.
The Army's morale was extremely high. It was interesting, the attitude of the civilian population.
They had been told by the Viet Minh that the Vietnamese army troops were going to come in and
rape and pillage. But when it became apparent that they were not going to do that, that they
weren't stealing anything, and that in fact they were helping people by rebuilding bridges and so
on, the attitude of the population changed. The operation started to generate a lot of enthusiasm.
Part of that was because frankly a lot of the people were tired; the Viet Minh occupation had
been very, very hard on them. They had been deprived of medical supplies and the Viet Minh
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way of running things was pretty heavy-handed. So, we got a tremendous psychological boost
out of this operation. About a week or ten days after it was finished, President Diem came up to
Qui Nhon, and I have photographs of this, and had a tremendous reception. A really enthusiastic
crowd of people greeted him there. Part of it was because the word by that time was spreading
throughout South Vietnam, that he was defying the French and defeating the Binh Xuyen.

One of the things back then was that the American presence was very, very minimal. When I
went out in the field I went out in civilian clothes. I did not go in military uniform. If I was
asked, I was just there as an observer. [ was not an advisor. It was all very low key. I think those
of us who really knew the Vietnamese understood how important that was. This was something
we didn't understand later on, certainly not at the top, that it had to be the Vietnamese doing
things for themselves. Otherwise our side was not a viable alternative to the Viet Minh, who had
played on Vietnamese nationalism.

Q: What was the feeling when you were there in 19547 Was it that the Viet Minh or communists
were out of South Vietnam and just a matter of reestablishing the government or were they
getting ready for another round?

PHILLIPS: We knew that they had left a stay-behind cadre. We knew, in the case of Binh Dinh,
that they actually forcibly evacuated about 14,000 young men between the ages of about 10-14 --
just took them right out of their families and that they had given orders to their soldiers to try to
marry as much of the female population as they could and possibly conceive a child before they
left. These were the instructions. We knew that there was a network left behind, that there was
going to be a coming struggle at that level as to who was going to control the rural areas and
basically the rural population of Vietnam. I don't think any of us had any illusions about that. I
don't think this was universally perceived or adequately appreciated. Certainly the aid mission
policy became focused on development in the cities, on trying to industrialize South Vietnam so
they could start import substitutions.

One of the persons I worked with a little later in 1955-56 was a guy named Kieu Cong Cung who
was a very interesting person. He had become a Brigadier General in the Viet Minh army, was
one of two or three leaders who led the early resistance in the south against the French and the
British, when the Viet Minh broke out of Saigon and went into armed rebellion. But he never
joined the communist party. About 1953, he was in North Vietnam and because he refused to
join the party the Viet Minh were about to arrest him. So he and his wife and an infant child fled,
walking all the way from practically on the Chinese border of North Vietnam to South Vietnam,
evading the Viet Minh all the way. Evading the French, too, of course. Then, he had settled on a
farm in South Vietnam and did nothing for the remaining period of the war against the French
until Diem came. At that point he surfaced and volunteered to go to work for Diem. Diem
wanted him to develop a group of younger people to go out and work in the villages. The idea
was a village self-help program. We called it civil action, the Vietnamese had a different name
for it. So he was given some support and a fairly free hand to start recruiting people.

We asked the aid mission if they would provide support and not only that, Diem asked them for

community development advisors. The aid (ICA) program didn't want to have anything to do
with this operation. Ed argued with Ambassador Reinhardt about it pointing out that there was a
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vacuum in the rural areas which needed to be filled and that this was critical to the future of
South Vietnam. The Vietnamese had to carry their program largely on their own, unfortunately
without much tangible assistance. Civic Action became more of a propaganda operation than one
of tangible assistance to people. A type of communist denouncement operation. If it had some
real economic assistance attached to it, I think it would have helped to stem the communist
insurgency which started up again.

Q: What was your role in this?

PHILLIPS: I was gradually given more and more responsibility because I was able to work with
the Vietnamese. I became in effect, first as a second lieutenant and eventually as a first
lieutenant, the only contact between the Military Assistance Advisory Group and two divisions
of the Vietnamese army. I held an advisory role which later would have been occupied by a US
brigadier general. After that [ was given a series of responsibilities. One of them was to assist in
the reorganization of the Vietnamese army and to set up what was called a G-5 bureau in the
army, both at the general staff level and on down. The other was to help Cung organize Civic
Action.

Q: G-5 in military parlance would be what?

PHILLIPS: Psychological warfare and troop education. I worked on that, setting up training
courses in psychological warfare having learned, I suppose, a fair amount about it. I also acted as
an informal advisor from Ed's shop to Civic Action in terms of how it was being set up. Initially
we were able to get some Agency funds to help get it started. We wanted to turn the thing over to
the economic aid program as I said previously, but they weren't having any of it. I continued to
do things like that. I was very close to Nguyen Dinh Thong who was in the secretariat at the
presidency, and eventually became the Secretary of Defense in 1961. I did a lot of odd jobs
which were almost all overt. The only really covert activity I got engaged in -- this has been
pretty well written up -- was a psy-war effort against the Viet Minh. One of our people had been
working with a UNQDD writer. The UNQDD was the oldest nationalist political paper in
Vietnam. They had been decimated by the communists when the communists assassinated a lot
of political leaders in the North. The writer was an interesting guy. He was what you might call a
"bomb thrower." His idea was, "give me a gun and I will go shoot some Viet Minh and failing
that maybe I can go shoot some French." He was a good writer too. Lansdale had the idea that if
we could find a good Vietnamese writer, maybe we could write something like Tom Pain's
"Common Sense," but for the Vietnamese. This was to try to give them an idea of a political
cause they could rally around. What was the South's political cause? What kind of rally cry could
they, would they respond to? He (the UNQDD writer) did turn out a piece which had some
success in this regard.

Later I learned from him that he had a lot of friends who were astrologers in South Vietnam, and
of course astrology is very, very influential there. I suppose this was the most unique thing that I
did in South Vietnam. I started working with him to put out an astrological magazine for the
1955 Vietnamese New Year in which we would give some predictions from Vietnamese
astrologers that would be in Diem's favor and against the Communists. He did a heck of a job on
this thing. It was sold out in two printings and got back more money than we put into it. So, I
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worked with him on that, but it was a sideline.

Q: Did you find yourself as you were getting this on-the-job-training that the Vietnamese did not
want to do things the French way no matter what?

PHILLIPS: I think our attempt was to try to elicit from the Vietnamese what was their way. In
other words, let's say we knew that one of the big problems was that government had to be
restored to an area. We looked at what the French experience had been, what the Vietnamese
experience had been and then we had a dialogue with the Vietnamese to try to get them talking
about their own ideas. I suppose what came out was sort of a melange of ideas which we helped
to organize. In other words how do you organize an activity and staff it with Vietnamese ideas of
what to do practically on the ground, what do you say to people, how do you get popular support,
etc. We couldn't supply these answers, they had to supply them. I think the process was a
common one but it was one in which the Vietnamese felt that results were their ideas and not our
ideas. We weren't there trying to sell American ideas.

Q: When you were up in what we called Il Corps did you get involved in the working with the
Montagnards?

PHILLIPS: No, I didn't have much to do with the Montagnards in those days because inner zone
V was all along the coast. Later in 1962-63 I had some contact with the Montagnards. The
Montagnards were basically not very sympathetic to the Viet Minh. The French had been fairly
effective in working with them, mainly because the French liked to play the Montagnards off
against the Vietnamese and vice versa. So, the situation with the Montagnards was that there
really was not a lot of Montagnard support for the Vietnamese on either side. They were more of
a passive group.

Q: How did our MAAG mission under General O'Daniel operate and did you have any contact
with him?

PHILLIPS: First of all there was this joint military mission, TRIM. That was an uneasy
relationship with the French. O'Daniel wanted to try to help the Vietnamese army with logistical
support in terms of these reoccupation operations, in terms of help in settling the refugees. He
was able, I think, to do that and he wanted to begin to do some training with the army. He was
able to start some training programs. Then he left in 1956 while the Vietnamese army was still a
territorial force. The decision was made when General Williams came, the beginning of 1956,
that the Vietnamese army was to be converted to a conventional army to oppose an invasion
from the North. Lansdale didn't think, and I don't think any of us who had been out on the ground
thought, that this was the right idea. I think this policy was driven from the point of view that the
US didn't want to have our forces being a blocking force in case there was an invasion from the
North. So, therefore, we had to train the Vietnamese army to fulfill this function. Unfortunately it
took them away from their territorial role in which they had been placed as a result of the
pacification program and as a result of successful operations against the Hoa Hao, some of the
Cao Dai and the Binh Xuyen. We were not happy about it. However, that became US policy.

What happened then was that we left a vacuum out in the countryside. The civil guard was
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supposed to fill this vacuum but it didn't. At least we had the army dispersed and it was pretty
local and had more discipline than anybody else did. It could, I think, have been converted into
an effective local defense force -- not purely local, but one with which you could insure both
local and general security against larger forces. Instead, they were pulled out and formed into
divisions and positioned (to a considerable extent towards) the 17th Parallel. That was another
error in my opinion and our opinion at the time, the way we tackled that problem. The US just
didn't see the security problem in South Vietnam clearly. I think that distorted some of what we
wound up doing. Other considerations were driving what we were doing.

Q: You stayed there this first time until when?

PHILLIPS: I was there until November, 1955. I got out of the Army and went back as a civilian
with the CIA in 1956.

Q: Was this again dealing with Vietnam?
PHILLIPS: Oh, yes.

Q: Did you find when you got back home that there was too much theory and not enough
practical experience? When you came back you must have been one of the few people who had
field experience.

PHILLIPS: There were still a lot of things that were going on. Vietnam was adopting a
constitution, they were going to have elections, Operation Brotherhood was still there out in the
countryside, the Vietnamese army did need some reorganization but not the one it got. So, I went
back to be a part of that. One of my jobs was to try to get Civic Action turned over to our regular
aid agency, because the basic idea behind Saigon Military Mission was that it was something
temporary to deal with an emergency and that the regular US establishment ought to take over.
But I don't think, with all due respect, that the regular US establishment was very attuned to the
situation. Everybody was coming with their own particular program and point of view and you
were dealing still with a pretty revolutionary situation there. You had a national government
which still didn't have any effective government out in the countryside. Diem was criticized for
abolishing the system of elected village chiefs. His idea was that these would be replaced by
future elected village chiefs, but in the meantime there would be a reorganization and some civic
action at the village level to try to push the communists aside and encourage popular support.

Q: Had things by the time you left in 1956 been more or less turned over to the civilian agency at
that time equivalent to AID?

PHILLIPS: There were a number of developments which were not very heartening and I think
which reflected a kind of made-in-Washington conceptual approach. It wasn't just that we were
reorganizing the army with very little thought, except in theory about how to provide security in
the countryside. I mean, if the Civil Guard had been trained and ready and had taken over this
function, and then the army had been withdrawn and retrained in units, it might have made some
sense. But there was no transition. So the Civil Guard never got on its feet and became the
subject of a lot of wrangling, which you probably have heard about from other people, between
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USAID (the Michigan State people) and General Williams as to who was going to train them,
etc. Well, the fact is they never really got put on their feet and never got trained and therefore
there was a vacuum out in the countryside. So far as any real community development effort at
the village level this was another vacuum which was not filled. I think that the US had an
opportunity, and Diem had invited us in, to participate in this thing, to have community
development advisers involved in this thing, but we didn't take him up on it. Gradually Civic
Action became more purely political in nature. The mistake that was made was really a political
one. The decision was made: "Okay Diem is in power and let's just support him in whatever he
wants us to do." There was a decision made to fund through the CIA the Can Lao party which
was a secret political party put together by Diem's brother Nhu to provide support for Diem. The
feeling was that you couldn't trust all these other Vietnamese so the way to go about this was to
set up your own secret political party, recruit members into it and think that this was going to
provide the basis of support for Diem. Everybody had to swear loyalty to Diem. Lansdale fought
this. We fought it in regard to the army. I got involved when we found out that Nhu wanted to
put the Can Lao into G-5. We brought it to General Williams and he talked to Diem about it.
Nhu hadn't said anything to Diem about it and it became quite an argument and they didn't do it,
not at least while we were there. So what happened? Well, a lot of the other political parties, the
Army and other religious groups were alienated by this process. Lansdale argued with Diem
about it, but the US was giving the money so this was what happened.

What happened was that instead of a unifying political process, you had a divisive process which
was very ill-suited to the situation in South Vietnam. It was a lousy decision. Then, when the
decision got called into question later on, the Agency withdrew its support which created a
problem of confidence between Diem and the Americans.

Q: When you were in Washington did anybody really talk to you about it?

PHILLIPS: I remember talking about Civic Action to the coordinating body of the National
Security Council about Vietnamese army and Civic Action in South Vietnam for about an hour.
But that is the only time I had any real contact with who, you might say, were policy makers. Of
course, | was a pretty junior guy. [ know that Lansdale had plenty of discussions at a very high
level. I think he personally argued with both Dulles brothers about the Can Lao decision.
Basically the policy became one of a very conventional approach on the aid and military front,
and was to build up a personal political party for Diem on the political front. I think these efforts
went awry. If you look at some of the decisions that were made, for example, on the constitution.
Lansdale got involved and got a constitutional expert from the Philippines to come over to help
the Vietnamese write their constitution. He wanted to have some checks and balances in the way
the government was set up. There were two arguments used against this. One was that it would
make Diem less effective and make it very difficult for him to run the government. The other
was that it was just transferring an American idea to Vietnam. I remember a lot of discussion
about this but it wasn't just transferring an American idea. I know from some discussions with
Lansdale personally that he felt that the Vietnamese would never learn how to run a modern
government in even a semi-democratic way unless they had to deal with people, unless they had
to deal with a supreme count, unless they had to deal with a legislature. Then they would learn
how to compromise and how to talk to each other and how to negotiate. But if left to their own
devices, it didn't make any difference if it was Diem or some other Vietnamese, the only
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tradition they had ever had was autocratic, secret, and revolutionary and this was the way they
were likely to behave. They would fall back on what was familiar to them.

I think again we missed the boat. We became obsessed with, "Let's get on with it. Diem is our
man and everything is stable. We just have to back him and get the economic aid program going,
get the army ready to confront the North Vietnamese at the 17th Parallel and we have the
problem solved." But the problems were a lot more complex than that. It seems to me, and I don't
want to speak just from the benefit of hindsight, that if you looked at the history of Ho Chi Minh
and the whole Vietnamese communist movement one should have known that this was going to
be a never ending struggle, that they were going to be back and nothing in the same way they
worked before which was to start from a rural base. So, it seems to me that what was going to
happen there was fairly predictable in terms of what you were going to be facing.

Q: In these oral histories I want to stick to you. So you were back in Washington dealing in
Vietnamese affairs?

PHILLIPS: Yes, but very limited. I would talk to some people in the Agency and got some
exposure to the staff elements of the National Security Council. But then I went right back out
again.

Q: When did you go out again?

PHILLIPS: I went out in January, 1956 having returned to Washington in November, 1955.
Q: And you were there for how long?

PHILLIPS: I was there until November, 1956.

Q: What were you doing there?

PHILLIPS: I was in a variety of roles. I was helping Civic Action get organized and recruiting
people and trying to see if I couldn't get the economic aid mission involved in Civic Action. |
was involved in the reorganization of the Vietnamese Army, and the formation of the G-5
organization. I wrote the staff plan for that. I arranged for some training for the South
Vietnamese. I helped a Vietnamese friend of mine who subsequently became Vietnamese
Ambassador to the US, Bui Diem, who was a Dai Viets, get some money to make a motion
picture. I acted as sort of a catalyst in that process. Bui Diem had come up with the idea of
making South Vietnam's first premiere movie, which was going to be about a Viet Minh captain
who defected because his parents were caught in the land reform of 1953-55 (which actually
occurred) in North Vietnam. Some of the story was pieced out of actual events and some of it
was made up. Somebody had written a book about this and he wanted to make it into a movie
script. I prevailed on Charlie Mertz, who was head of USIS's film unit, to provide some film raw
stock. I talked to the Acting Secretary of Defense, Thuan, and persuaded him to put up some
Vietnamese money for the movie. I helped Bui Diem assemble the necessary support and he
produced the movie. The sad part of it was that after the movie was produced and it was all set
for the premiere, Nhu found out that the guys who were mainly responsible for producing it were
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Dai Viets and he canceled the money that they were going to be paid by the Ministry of Defense
and forbade the Acting Secretary from going to the reception. There was quite an uproar. We
finally got the money out of Defense to help pay part of the cost, but this was a little example of
the realism of Vietnamese politics at the time, and also the effect of Nhu's increasing influence.
Although, I don't think we saw that completely clearly at that time.

Then I spent about two months in the hospital with hepatitis at Clark Field. I think those were
mainly the things that I did.

skeksk

Q: Let's go to this 1962-64 period. In the first place how did they get you back?

PHILLIPS: Well, what happened was that counterinsurgency became the doctrine. MACV
(Military Assistance Command Vietnam) had its counterinsurgency program and there still was a
Military Assistance Advisory Group there. MACV was originally set up to command the air
units and other American units that were directly involved, but it rather quickly took over the
strategic planning function, although all the advisors on the military side remained directly
dependent on MAAG. MACV was trying to train and organize the Vietnamese army. Within
Vietnam the Vietnamese had started carrying out a pacification program. There had been
something called Operation Sunrise, but it hadn't been very successful. It involved a lot of
resettlement. Subsequently with the assistance, as a matter of fact, very key assistance of Lou
Conein who was working for the CIA station, a better approach was started. He had been there
before in the 1954-55 period and he went back and dug up the old records of what we called
pacification back then. He helped the Vietnamese draw up a pacification plan for one province,
Phu Yen, which would combine military with civilian elements and would involve not
resettlement but a gradual extension of security and some rural assistance to the population.

Q: Where was this province?

PHILLIPS: Phu Yen is in central Vietnam south of Qui Nhon. What happened was that AID had
no rural assistance program. The previous director had left. A guy named Bill Fippin was there
as acting director. He was very frustrated because there was no AID organization out in the
countryside that was equipped to support anything that the Vietnamese were doing, any kind of
rural development effort. AID was asked, and I think probably Mr. Bell, who was the director,
probably got asked by Kennedy, "What are you doing out there?" And they weren't doing
anything or much of anything they could talk about. So the search went out for somebody to go
out and look at the way the AID mission was structured, and to come up with some kind of
program for AID. They got ahold of my name. I think that Ed Lansdale was probably the source
of my name but I am not sure. Anyway, I got a call from a guy named Rod Poats who was the
Deputy Director for the Far East at AID. He asked if I would come in and talk with him. So I did.
He said I had been suggested to them as a possible candidate to go out to Vietnam and do a study
on how to organize the AID mission. I asked what were they doing now and they asked me about
my background, etc. He came to the conclusion that [ was a candidate for doing this. I said that I
needed at least one other person to go with me and would like Bert Fraleigh who was in Taiwan
working for AID. I told them that he was the best pure AID guy I knew, that he knew more about
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development in Asia than any single person that I knew. I said that I thought together we could
really survey what they were doing and what the Vietnamese were doing and come up with
something. So in June 1962, I went out for about a month and met Bert out there. I went out to
the provinces, talked to high level officials in the government including Diem, because of my
previous experience. Even though I was relatively young, I was a recognized friend and had
entree into almost any level of government. I discovered that the Vietnamese had something
going called the Strategic Hamlet Program that the US side didn't understand very well. It had
some interesting elements in it, although it also had some things wrong with it. There was a lot of
forcible resettlement in some areas without compensation. Some of the security things they were
doing and the idea of having hamlet elections made good sense, and the idea of trying to focus

on a hamlet by hamlet approach, and an hamlet development. But they had no resources. None of
the popular government programs were reaching the countryside. Moreover, they had a financial
system which imposed a pre-audit requirement on the province chiefs. In other words, if you
wanted to go out and buy ten sacks of cement to help somebody build a bridge or a dam, you had
to get prices from three suppliers, send the prices to Saigon, get the purchase approved and only
then could you spend the money even though you had the funds available. Well, it usually took
over a month to do this. By the time authorization came back, the price had changed so you
couldn't buy what you needed. It was an unbelievable system. The government simply wasn't
functioning properly. Most of the agricultural programs were focused on research stations, but
nothing was reaching the farmer.

So, out of talking with the Vietnamese and looking at the resources available, we developed a
program which supported the strategic hamlet concept. We decided to do this on a province by
province basis because the provinces in many instances were so different and their needs were so
different. We determined that it was necessary to put an AID provincial representative out into
each province. We created a separate office within AID with plenty of independent authority to
support rural development in each province in South Vietnam. There was an opportunity to
establish a piaster fund into US funds (ten million dollars), which could be used to kick off rural
development in support of the strategic hamlet program. We decided the way to make that fund
function was for a plan to be developed for each province. There would be a tripartite committee
in each province which would decide and approve all expenditures of these funds. The funds
would be programmed against certain activities, but there would be a miscellaneous activity
account so in case you had a natural disaster of some kind or a plane dropped a bomb and
destroyed a school you could rebuild the school and not have to go back to Saigon for approval.

We set up these provincial committees, which were composed of the province chief, the USAID
provincial rep and the military advisor. In some cases we were not able to get provincial reps out
into the provinces very fast so the military advisor wore both hats. In effect the US had control
over these funds and the Vietnamese agreed to it. I went to Diem personally with this program. I
said, "This is the way that I think we can really get some effective assistance out there." He
agreed with it. The ten million dollar piaster fund was established and used effectively.

Q: What was your impression of Diem at that time?

PHILLIPS: That is a long story. Let me tell you how I came back. I developed this program and
presented it to the Vietnamese informally as well as to the Americans and everybody liked it.
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The Vietnamese said, "This is wonderful, but you have to come back." I said, "I am not
promising to come back." The same thing happened on the American side, they wanted me to
come back to run the rural affairs office. The position in AID/Saigon was called Assistant
Director for Rural Affairs. I came back to Washington. My father didn't want me to leave
because he was getting older. I really got asked to go back in a way that I couldn't refuse. The
request came right through Mike Forrestal at the White House. So, I said, "Okay, I will go back
and run this program." I went back in September with my wife Barbara, and our two infant
children, and we started staffing up. We started sending people out into the countryside.

You asked about Diem. Diem was a very complex person. He was shy, diffident and self-
confident at the same time. He had a tremendous intellect, an encyclopedic knowledge of every
province in Vietnam and practically every Vietnamese family. If you mentioned somebody and
said, "I met this province chief and he seemed to be doing a pretty good job, Mr. President," he
would say, "Oh, yes, his grandfather was so-and-so, his father was so-and-so," and he would give
you a half hour history of the man's family. So he was something of an academic. He was a
passionate Vietnamese patriot, he detested the French and, of course, had resisted the French. He
tended to see their hand in things where they probably weren't involved at all. You could
accurately describe him as sort of a Vietnamese mandarin type. He had a tremendous amount of
energy. You had to have tremendous patience in talking with him because if you brought up, say,
the Montagnards and were talking about a certain Montagnard problem you would get a chance
to present your idea but then he would say, "That's good but I think that we need to do this
because of this," and then you would get maybe a two hour history of the Montagnards in that
particular province. It used to be mind numbing for some of the diplomatic reps who had to go
over and talk to him because he felt, probably rightly so, that most Americans didn't understand
much of anything about Vietnam and therefore he felt obliged to explain it at tremendous
lengths. I think for a lot of Americans it became very mind numbing. I was younger, knew a fair
amount about Vietnam and something about his personality so I just let him go on until we got
through whatever was on his mind, and if there was something [ wanted to bring up I would do
SO.

I think he, despite the influence of his brother Nhu who was inflicted with terminal paranoia,
trusted us and what we were trying to do because, even close to the end he seemed to retain these
feelings. This was in 1963 after it was reported that I had been critical of what the Diem
government was doing back in Washington. Diem still seemed to have confidence in what we
were trying to do with the Strategic Hamlet Program. One example of that is that we started
producing reports on the program beginning in May 1963. We called it a summary report of the
situation in the provinces. It was a status report of the Strategic Hamlet Program. We did this
report in English and in French in order to give Diem a copy he could read. We didn't pull many
punches and he took it. The general American idea was that you couldn't go in and tell Diem
anything critical. Well, that was not true, it depended on how you told him something. Whether it
was constructive criticism or not.

There was an incident that occurred in the spring of 1963. I had gone to look at this one province
because our provincial rep had reported to me that the province chief was doing some things that
he thought were wrong. The province chief had developed a theory that the way to protect his

province and his hamlets was to get everybody out to build these huge mud walls stretching from
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hamlet to hamlet. There was no way that you could patrol these walls. Furthermore it involved a
tremendous amount of "voluntary" labor on the part of the local population. So I went to inspect
these things. Hell, I had been in Vietnam long enough to know that the people were not happy
with this. I could detect disgruntlement among some of the local officials as well. Nobody would
say anything overtly but you could tell that this was not a happy situation. So, I came back and
wrote up a report about it. [ sent a copy of the report to AID Mission Director, Joe Brent and a
copy to Colonel Hoangtun Lac, who was chief of staff of the hamlet program. Apparently it
produced a hell of an explosion on the Vietnamese government side, I heard afterwards. My
report went down to the province chief. The province chief claimed that I had come down there
and was interfering with his program and telling him what to do. He tried to make Vietnamese
nationalism an issue. He denied that he was building the walls. Well, they had a big meeting and
they called him up to this meeting. Lac was very clever. He had gotten a Vietnamese Air Force
to take some aerial photographs of the province. When the province chief denied he was building
these long walls, Lac just pulled out the aerial photographs and that guy was ordered to stop the
walls that day. Subsequently he was removed. And he had been a favorite of Nhu and Diem. I
don't know what this tells you about Diem, but the notion that he was impervious to advice or
impervious to ideas, is not true.

You have to understand that we were working in a very constructive context. We were able to
get things started that the Vietnamese, themselves, didn't believe could be done. When we started
a pilot program in central Vietnam of teaching Vietnamese families how to raise a new breed of
pig that grew about three times as fast we were changing about ten centuries of practice in
raising pigs. We had them building pig pens. We had them inoculating the pigs. We had
Vietnamese farmers doing all kinds of things that they had never done before. The guy who was
in charge of this -- we had one Chinese guy from Taiwan and a young IVS (International
Volunteer Service) buy named Harvey Neese working in it. They started out working with poor
families. They didn't go out and pick a capable farmer, they picked the poorest families they
could find. Once everybody else saw this was successful, the demand went sky high. So, we
started out with the idea that we were going to have 500 families raising pigs but it was so wildly
successful that Diem said, "We have to increase this to 15,000 families." Everybody said it was
impossible except Bert (Fraleigh), Harvey (Neese) and one guy in the agriculture ministry and
the people in central Vietnam who said, "If you can get us the pigs, we can do it." And we did it.
In about three or four months we reached 15,000 families. All of a sudden people who never had
any cash in their pockets for generations were going to market with pigs and starting to build
better houses for themselves. This was the kind of stuff that we were doing. That put what we
were doing in a very, very positive context. So I think the relationships that we enjoyed and our
ability to work and our ability to have some influence over what the Vietnamese were doing, and
coincidentally to try to get rid of dishonest province chiefs and get better province chiefs, was
becoming successful. But the whole thing came a cropper because of the political difficulties
stemming from the Buddhist crisis which spiraled out of control, and you know the rest of the
history.

Q: Were you trying to get Diem and Nhu out into the field?

PHILLIPS: Early on (in 1954-56) with some personal persuasion by Ed Lansdale, Diem got out
into the countryside a lot more. One of the things that put a crimp into that was that when he
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went up to the highlands in about 1959, some guy tried to assassinate him. This incident
generated concern for his security and restricted his movements. He didn't like it. And then the
visits were openly formal. The Vietnamese, like Chinese, are much more formal people than say
Filipinos, so they don't go easily into a democratic political mode that we find more natural. I
went with Diem on a couple of trips, but the whole thing was too organized, too cut and dried,
much too formal. There wasn't enough outreach, in part because the province chiefs were scared
of making a mistake and would get everything over organized so that no mistakes would be
made.

Q: What about the American representatives out on the provincial level? You are trying to push
something that is not something that would come naturally to either the civilian or military type
of program. Where did you get your people?

PHILLIPS: The people came from a variety of backgrounds. Some of them were in the AID
mission and volunteered. Some heard about what we were doing and were doing other things.
There was a guy by the name of Dave Hudson who was a news stringer for NBC. He came in
and volunteered saying he wanted to work. I asked what he wanted to do and he said, "I want to
go to the toughest province you got." I said, "Okay, great. You are going to Ca Mau." We took
people like that. We produced Provincial Representative's Guide, a compendium of the programs
we had, some inspirational pieces about what counterinsurgency was all about, what we were
trying to do in Vietnam. It had a brief piece that Diem had written earlier in his career about
democracy in the villages in Vietnam and this sort of stuff to try to orient our people in terms of
what was the purpose of our being there, what were we trying to achieve in helping the
Vietnamese. And then we said, "Look, you just go out there and listen to the province chief and
this is the program and these are his problems, and we will help you." I had four more senior
guys as regional representatives who circulated around their regions acting as backstops and
problem solvers. Then I would go out to the provinces, or Bert would go out. There was a
constant back and forth in terms of how do you deal with this situation and that situation. Of
course, it was great where you had good province chiefs and not too good where you didn't. We
tried to move some people around where they could function more effectively. We put some
good people in where the province chiefs were not too good to try to help them. It was a mix and
match situation. I recruited three guys who had worked for Tom Dooley in Laos. I had one
young guy who had been in the army, was part Hawaiian, had worked in the cane fields in
Hawaii and knew how to get along with Asians. We wanted people who could understand Asians
and would feel at home in Asia. I picked up about eight IVS guys, young college graduates who
were already in Vietnam. They had learned Vietnamese and were all agricultural graduates
mainly from the mid-west, who had come out and had started working with the Vietnamese
helping to improve agricultural techniques. They were on contract to AID. I talked to them, Bert
talked to them and about seven or eight volunteered to come over and work for us. I sent them to
the provinces. I had guys out in the provinces who were 22, 23 years old and had never run
anything in their lives before. Most of them were absolutely splendid because they would listen,
they would respond to problems and the province chiefs understood that they were conduits
through which they could get support and assistance. They developed good working
relationships with most of the province chiefs. And they understood the agricultural programs we
were trying to carry out, so they were very good.
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Q: Did you have any Foreign Service officers?

PHILLIPS: Yes, I had two Foreign Service officers who had been trained in Vietnamese and this
was part of their training, to come and work for us. One of them was Dick Holbrooke and the
other was Vlad Lehovich.

Q: Holbrooke is now Assistant Secretary for European Affairs.

PHILLIPS: Yes, that is right. He was also Assistant Secretary for Asian Affairs. As I said, we
had a very wide variety of people.

Q: What about the American military? How did you find them?

PHILLIPS: I found a lot of understanding at the provincial level. These were captains and majors
who were relatively young guys. They were listening to the Vietnamese and very quickly
acquiring the perspective of what were the real problems from the province chief's point of view.
So, to them we were a godsend because it was obvious that this was not just a military situation.
To begin with, if you were sitting there as advisor to the province chief, you commanded very
scant military resources. You depended on regular Vietnamese Army forces or the Corp's level
which was supposed to protect you.

Q: We are talking about a period when American forces weren't many.

PHILLIPS: We had no American forces, we had advisors. We had advisors at battalion, regiment
and Corps level.

Q: Of the Vietnamese army?

PHILLIPS: To the Vietnamese army. And then we had advisors to the province chiefs and most
of the province chiefs at that point were military officers because you had an insurgency problem
in practically every province.

Of course there were some military who didn't get it. Who were just so rigid in their thinking that
they couldn't really cope with the role. We had problems at the Corps and Division level getting
understanding. There were two parts to the military structure, there was MACV, which was the
military advisory command which had J2, J3, J4 staffs -- this was kind of a super level.
Underneath, there was the Military Advisory Assistance Group (MAAG). The structure stayed
that way until eventually MAAG was combined into MACV. But then, the advisors who were
out with the CORDS and provinces came under MAAG. But, within MAAG there was a
separation of structure too. There was a structure that supported the guys out in the provinces and
that was the one that we worked with most intimately. There was a guy named Colonel Carl
Schaad who was responsible to MAAG aspect of the Strategic Hamlet program. He is here (at
McLean) and you might want to interview him and get the other side of this thing. They were
very responsive. They were involved in the day-to-day stuff that we were involved in. There was
a coordinating group headed up by Bill Trueheart, the deputy chief of mission, and that included
Schaad, myself and a couple of other agency representatives. We met regularly and discussed
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programs...what was the military doing; what were we doing...and tried to coordinate our efforts.
There were a lot of things that the military were doing which involved US Air Force bombing
and some of the advice given to the regular Vietnamese army which never fitted in with what
was called the pacification program.

Q: Were you involved in the Phoenix program?
PHILLIPS: No.
Q: Did you have a problem being an alumnus of the CIA with the station or other people?

PHILLIPS: What we were doing was so open that I don't think there was much of an undertow
of suspicion on the part of other Americans. At one point, because I had been in the Agency,
when word got back that I had been in this National Security Council meeting and that I had said
we were not winning the war in the Delta and had in effect taken on the US defense
establishment, word got back on the Vietnamese side and I guess reached Nhu that somehow I
was attacking the Vietnamese government and what they were doing. I don't know how all that
leaked back. I had spoken in this meeting about the fact that Nhu was a real liability and
somehow should be gotten out of the country. This was after the raid on the pagodas. When I got
back, he (Nhu) started having articles published in the newspaper he controlled (Saigon Times)
that [ was going to replace John Richardson as the head of the CIA station. But that was his
paranoia. I don't know what he thought he was doing. I wrote Diem a letter about the articles and
said that they were not true and that I would like to come talk to him about them. He gave me an
interview and I went and complained about them. I said that they were wrong and explained
what I had said and what had happened. He took it, and apologized for his brother.

Q: When was this NSC meeting?

PHILLIPS: This was in 1963 when the Buddhists crisis really got bad. This was when Lodge
came out and replaced Nolting. Lodge came right after the raids on the pagodas. The US was
really shocked by this. There was this famous cable that came out and gave Lodge direction, as
Lodge interpreted it, that we sponsor a coup against Diem. A coup cranked up, but then it died
because the Vietnamese generals were not ready to move. Then Kennedy sent Joe Mendenhall
from State and General Brut Krulak from the Marine Corps, who was on McNamara's personal
staff, to do a survey of what was going on. They came back and I came back at the same time,
not because of this meeting, but because my father was very ill, in fact he was dying. I came
back to see him and talk to my mother about what to do. Coincidentally, I was corralled by Mike
Foresthal and Roger Hilsman into going to this NSC meeting. I didn't know all the internecine
struggles that were going on in Washington. I had some inkling that there was a whole dispute
about what to do about Diem, etc. I understood from the Vietnamese end of the thing that the
government and Diem's regime was in very, very deep trouble, that there was going to be a
political change or a coup one way or another, that Nhu had some ambitions about pulling a coup
of his own, that even the most loyal supporters of Diem were getting very skittish about what
was happening. The whole thing was coming unglued. So I was pushed front and center after
Krulak gave his report and after Mendenhall gave his.
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Kennedy said, "Did you two guys go to the same country?" It wasn't just that Krulak had gone to
the Delta and Mendenhall had gone to Central Vietnam. Mendenhall was talking about the
politics. He had been anti-Diem for a long, long time. He had talked to a lot of dissidents. So all
that came out. Krulak went down to the Delta and got a bunch of military briefings. I had gone to
one of those damn briefings up in Bien Hoa just north of Saigon where they carried out an
operation in the Iron Triangle in which the Vietnamese Army had run a bunch of tanks over the
place and hadn’t encountered anything. Nothing came out of this operation. I happened to go to
this meeting at which the division advisor, Colonel Miller, gave this incredible briefing to Krulak
about how it was a great victory. Afterwards I went up to Miller, because I knew him, and said,
"How the hell can you tell a guy like Krulak what you just told him? You know that is not true."
He said, "Well, that is the way they wanted it presented."

The other thing that happened to me just before I came back was I got a call from our provincial
advisor down in Long An, a province just south of Saigon, that strategic hamlets were being
destroyed. The Viet Cong were coming into a lot of the hamlets at night, getting the people to
take down all of the barbed wire security fences, take the roofs off their houses and the
Vietnamese Army wasn't providing any security at all. So, I went there to find out what was
going on. I sat down with the advisor, and Earl Long, who was our rep. They briefed me. More
than a hundred hamlets had been invaded by the VC. I asked what was the problem. They said,
"Well, the troops are in the barracks because everybody is afraid of a coup so nobody is
providing any security. As a result, the hamlet program is being destroyed here."

I had just come out of that context, and here I was in this NSC meeting and Mendenhall is
talking about the problems in Central Vietnam and about the political side and Krulak is saying,
"I don't know about that, but we are winning handily, particularly in the Delta." And I had just
been in the Delta.

So, I was presented by Mike Forrestal. Kennedy knew who I was. I started to talk about what I
thought was going on in Vietnam. I thought to myself just before the meeting that if [ had a
chance to speak I would tell the President everything I knew as honestly as I could about what
was going on. So I talked about the political situation, about Nhu, about the problems with the
government. | felt we had to get Nhu out of Vietnam and had to disassociate ourselves from Nhu.
If we could, we should isolate Nhu, I said, and I offered some ideas about that. But first, I took
on Krulak. I said at the beginning, "I'm sorry to tell you Mr. President, but we are not winning
the war, particularly in the Delta." And then I talked about Long An.

Well, this created an uproar. The whole time I was talking McNamara was sitting there beside
the President shaking his head. Then I got into a verbal match with Krulak for a while and
argued about the situation. He said, "You don't know anything about the military. This is a war."
I said, "This is a political war and we are losing it." This was the kind of argument that went on.
At the end Kennedy asked me if I had any recommendations. I said that I would recommend that
he send General Lansdale back to Vietnam as soon as possible. I said, "I don't know if he could
salvage the situation or not. If there were a coup he could at least help pull things together. I
talked to Ambassador Lodge about it and I think he would favor it. We need somebody who can
talk to Diem. That is my recommendation." Kennedy took notes the whole time I was talking. At
the end he said, "I want to thank you for what you had to say, particularly for your
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recommendation about General Lansdale."

Of course, nothing happened. I saw the thing as a looming disaster. Lodge started using me as
one of his eyes and ears because I knew so many Vietnamese. I would go talk to Thoun, who
was secretary of defense, he was an old friend. He would confide in me all of his fears and I
would write a memorandum and send it to Lodge. Little did I know that a lot of these
memorandums were being transmitted back to Washington and people were reading these things
and saying, "Look at this. We have to do something about this." I didn't understand the politics of
Washington in terms of this contest that was going on between Harriman and elements in State
on the one hand and McNamara and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Taylor, on the other. I
didn't know the background of that telegram (the "Hilsman telegram"). The situation remained
unresolved through a series of NSC meetings. One of the interesting things that occurred was, of
course, eventually President Kennedy sent McNamara and Taylor out there again to look into the
situation. Taylor confirmed everything that I had said about Long An. In the meantime, the Long
An MAAG sector advisor got removed in disgrace because apparently he wasn't suppose to tell
me what he did. McNamara was saying, "How come I didn't know all of this?" Then somebody
showed him our provincial reports, that I alluded to earlier, and he said, "This is amazing."
Apparently as a result of his reading our report he turned to somebody and said, "We have to
have a reporting program that tells us these things." This resulted in the development of a system
designed to fulfill McNamara's predilection for statistics.

Q: Hamlet evacuation.

PHILLIPS: Yes, exactly. That was an outgrowth. Our reports were about one paragraph long
(per province), although some provinces might merit half a page because they were particularly
complicated. But they were an evaluation and an assessment, not a statistical anything. We didn't
believe that statistics meant anything. Of course, McNamara's focus was entirely on statistics. He
thought these reports were really interesting apparently and he apparently didn't realize these
reports existed. He wanted to know how come he wasn't getting them. Well, of course, they were
just disseminated within the Mission out there to try to keep people informed of what was going
on. But they were so different from anything he had seen that I guess he became fascinated with
the idea that was where the real information was.

Q: I have had those briefings when [ was in Vietnam too. These briefings are rehearsed so you
never get a spontaneous briefing. The military is trained to put forth the positive view. This is
what we are doing and this is what we are accomplishing. It almost goes against the grain to
come up and say we are losing here, we are doing this, we can't get this. You have to see these
things in positive terms. It is almost built into the system.

PHILLIPS: Only really good or great military commanders understand that the system is biased
this way, and start asking questions. They go out and actually talk to the grunts on the ground.
Then they understand. This is like what happened when General Abrams took over from
McNamara and TET occurred and mini-TET occurred. He went out and got these still optimistic
briefings, told the American commander that it was not a goddamn victory, we got our ass
kicked and don't give me this bull shit. If we had Abrams there from the beginning, instead of
Westmoreland, I think we would have had Vietnamization a lot earlier.
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Q: When you came back to Vietnam after the NSC meeting, how was what you were saying
received by the embassy?

PHILLIPS: Well, I think Lodge felt what I said was factual. MACV was in a state of shock
because they had been filing all these optimistic reports and then somebody had gone back to say
that was not the way it was. They were angry and I was persona non grata with them for a while.
In fact, when McNamara and Taylor came out I didn't participate in any of the meetings. I just let
all our guys go and speak for themselves. So it certainly affected my relationship with the top
military level like Harkine, etc. Harkine came to a party given by Phoebe Trueheart, William
Trueheart's wife and a lovely person, and said, "I am going to get that goddamn Rufus Phillips,"
and she said, "But General, he doesn't work for you."

Q: This National Security meeting took place when?
PHILLIPS: It was August, 1963.
Q: So the clock is ticking. Can you tell your perspective on the events that came in the fall?

PHILLIPS: Yes, I think it was probably one of the most depressing periods of my life. On the
one hand it was obvious that the situation could not continue the way it was. In effect the Diem
government and Diem and Nhu, which I blame mainly on Nhu, had really lost confidence with
their own military and a coup seemed inevitable. The question was, was Nhu going to organize
his own coup and kill some of the military or was the military going to organize a coup against
Diem. Because I had some friends like Lou Conein, who were very much involved in the coup, I
could sort of follow what was going on. It was really distressing because you could see the
Vietnamese government falling apart. I knew a number of the military pretty well. One was a key
staff person both in the coup and afterwards, General Le Nan Kim, an old personal friend. I knew
he was very competent but I didn't think the General knew anything about politics or had any
ideas of how to run a government. They knew what they didn't like and there were a lot of things
that Nhu had done that they didn't like. Many thought that the strategic hamlet program was
really bad. They were against the irregular forces that the CIA had helped finance in Central
Vietnam, which were controlled politically by Diem's brother, but in fact were providing very
effective security for the hamlets. I saw us heading for a train wreck. It seemed to be out of
control. I saw Diem the day before McNamara saw him and it was really to talk about Nhu and
about this newspaper business as much as anything. We talked about that and then we talked
about the strategic hamlet program. We were still making some progress in the countryside in
terms of development effort. But, obviously it was being hurt because the army was paralyzed.
Where there were effective local security forces they were able to maintain security, but where
there were not, the Viet Cong were beginning to invade a number of hamlets.

Diem looked at me quizzically and said, "Is there going to be a coup against me?" I looked at
him and just wanted to cry, and said, "I am afraid so, Mr. President." That was all he said. To this
day I am affected by memories of that because after the coup occurred, which was three or four
days later, I went to the palace and the two seats that we had been sitting on in this waiting room
were riddled with bullet holes. And I had just been there three or four days before.
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Q: For the record this was early November when Diem and Nhu were both taken out of the
palace and killed.

PHILLIPS: Well, actually they went out by an underground route, took refuge in a church and
informed the coup leaders that they were there. The idea was that they were supposed to be taken
to the airport and flown out of the country. For some reason, the plane was delayed, we couldn't
get a plane there. I don't know why because supposedly that had been all set up. What actually
happened apparently was that General Minh (Big Minh) decided to have them killed. This was
not a decision of the revolutionary committee. He sent his own man in this armored personnel
carrier with personal instructions to kill them. That guy was then subsequently arrested about
four months later and assassinated in prison. But, I have talked to General Don (?)and Kim about
it. Both of them came to the conclusion that Big Minh was the guy who decided to do this. It was
not a decision that he shared with anybody.

Q: Where were you when this happened?

PHILLIPS: I should tell you that in the meantime I had decided to come back home. My father
had died in October. So I made a short trip for the funeral and arranged for my family to come
back because I had to take over the family business, at least temporarily. I then went back to
wind things up and that was when the coup occurred. I returned to Vietnam in late October and
the coup occurred in early November and I stayed for about two weeks after that.

So far as the coup itself, I was having lunch with General Stilwell when he got a telephone call
that the coup had started. Since my family had left, Lou Conein had asked me to go over and stay
with his family because he was concerned about what might happen if there was a coup. So I did.
He had gotten a couple of Filipino friends to guard the house. So there were about three or four
of us with AR-15 rifles there in case the house got assaulted, because Lou's wife and two small
children were there.

Q: You were actually only a couple more weeks in Vietnam, did you see a noticeable affect on
the program you had been administering during that time?

PHILLIPS: Oh, yes. There was the new revolutionary committee. I went to talk to them and
spent time with Kim and with Bui Diem who was an unofficial advisor to them. I went to see
General Big Minh. I was very intent on salvaging what we were doing, and on saving the
committee structure. I explained that there were a lot of things wrong with the strategic hamlet
program, but they shouldn't disband it. I went to see Vice President Thio and I talked to him
about it. [ wrote a series of memoranda to these guys. Their initial impulse was to demolish
anything that Diem might have been associated with. I said, "I don't care what you call it, call it
by another name, but you are going to have to be doing the same thing because the basic
program and approach is right." I also talked about the security issue. I said, "You guys have got
to come up with a way of providing effective security for these hamlets." Well, they were so
preoccupied with the political problems, with establishing their control, with chasing down and
throwing in jail former elements of the Diem regime that I could tell the attention span was not
all that great. I could get through to Kim, he understood what I was talking about, but everybody
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else was preoccupied.

And Lodge, himself, was sort of fascinated by the fact that there was this big revolution which he
didn't really understand. I went to see him the day after the coup, after it was known that Diem
and Nhu had not only been assassinated but were buried in unmarked graves. I asked him to go
talk to the junta to give Diem a decent funeral. I said, "Look, this guy is the first president of
Vietnam under the first constitution of Vietnam. They are not just killing a man, they are killing
a symbol. He did a lot of good and the Vietnamese people know it and even though he was killed
he ought to be given a decent funeral. Otherwise the Catholics are going to be terribly unhappy
and we are going to hear from them sooner or later. This is going to be real trouble." Lodge
didn't understand any of it. He said, "Well, he is gone, dead and forgotten. You know, the same
thing happened to me when I ran against Kennedy and lost the election in Massachusetts, the
next day nobody knew who I was." I said, "I am sorry, Mr. Ambassador, this is not
Massachusetts, this is Vietnam, this is different." I felt exhausted, sad and not very optimistic
because I could see that the military who had taken over really didn't understand politics, and
didn't understand how to get out and establish a sense of confidence. I knew that Minh had a
charismatic personality but he was not very smart. He really needed somebody to tell him what
to do. Lodge decided it was his role to tell Minh what to do, but he had no concept of how to do
this in a Vietnamese context. So, they frittered away what psychological opportunity they had
and then, of course, they were replaced by General Donh in about six months.

Q: Well, you left pretty much right after that, didn't you?
PHILLIPS: Yes, I left on November 21, 1963. I was en route when Kennedy was assassinated.
Q: Did anyone tap you for your knowledge or insights when you came back?

PHILLIPS: Oh, yes. I continued as an AID consultant without pay for quite a while and then I
was a consultant to State. I helped Ambassador Unger when he set up the Coordinating
Committee. I participated in all kinds of meetings. Lodge wanted me to come back to Vietnam
and run the Rural Affairs program and I engaged in an extended indirect negotiation with him
through Mike Dunn, who was his chief assistant. The conditions for my coming back were that I
would do so only if Lansdale came too. The reason was, I didn't want to go through another
political disaster. I didn't want to go through the situation again where we were developing a
really good economic development program, that was tied in with the security effort, was
focused on giving the Vietnamese people a stake in something that they might think was worth
fighting for, when the whole political core in Saigon was rotten and there was nothing there to
inspire anybody to fight for anything. Having gone through it once, I didn't want to go through it
again. I said, "We have to help generate a political cause that holds up hope for the Vietnamese
people, and there is only one guy that [ know that understands this in the Vietnamese context and
could help the Vietnamese to bring this about, and that was Lansdale. If he goes out there, I will
go, if he doesn't, I won't." After a while those negotiations broke down.

Q: What was Lansdale doing?

PHILLIPS: He had retired at that point. His official retirement day was the day Diem was
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assassinated.

Q: Had he been playing any role up to then?

PHILLIPS: Marginal. McNamara had really marginalized him.

Q: They were two different types of people, two different approaches?

PHILLIPS: Yes. You can see that in his book where he gives Ed one line and says that there was
nobody who knew anything about Vietnam except Lansdale, but he was a relatively junior
officer who was not a "geopolitical expert." That was it. That was McNamara talking about the
fact that there were no experts to tell him anything about Vietnam. Ed was a senior officer. He
was in charge of special operations in the Pentagon. McNamara gave him 12 minutes when he
came in. That was it. That is as much of a comment on McNamara as anything [ know of.

Q: During this period when you were advising did you find yourself marginalized too?

PHILLIPS: There were several things that occurred. One was that I was helping a guy named
Stoneman, who was the AID guy in charge of backstopping Vietnam, recruiting people for rural
affairs, which continued. But Rural Affairs ran into trouble when a guy named Killen was sent
out as AID Mission Director. He was one of these people who felt that if he didn't invent it must
not be any good. He tried to destroy it, the program, but it survived him. What happened there is
another whole chapter. I helped recruit people, participated in meetings and did that sort of thing.
I spent time informally with Senator Hubert Humphrey and his staff and after he became vice
president he became the sponsor of the idea of getting Lansdale back to Vietnam. I was involved
in the planning for that. Even though I was still running my engineering business, I took a month
off in 1965 and went out with the Lansdale team and helped them get set up and informally tried
to backstop some of what they were doing back here. In 1966 and 1967 I went out to Vietnam
every year to try informally to help the Lansdale team, in addition to running the engineering
business.

Q: On these trips that you were making back, what were you seeing, and how was the program
going?

PHILLIPS: Before I went back in 1965, I had been receiving a lot of correspondence from Bert
Fraleigh, who kept me informed as to what the Rural Affairs was doing. Also Colonel Bohannan
was keeping me informed. He had been Ed's assistant in the Philippines in the Magsaysay era,
and had been in Vietnam helping Ed in the 1954-55 period, but I had hired him on contract to
help set up Chiev Hoi, which was a surrender program. The idea was we would model it on the
program that Magsaysay had used against the Huks in the Philippines. So, Bo came over in the
fall of 1962 and stayed on through 1965. I helped to recruit another guy who had worked for Ed
in the Philippines, Mark Huss, who went out to Vietnam at the end of 1964. He became the
principal liaison between Komer and the Vietnamese (the same Huang Van Lac that [ had
worked with earlier), Mark also kept me informed. Lac was the one continuity on the
Vietnamese side throughout all the government changes and everything else. So I gained through
correspondence a pretty good notion of what was going on. Very quickly in 1964, I began to get
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impressions that things were going to hell in the provinces. Security was deteriorating. Then
Oanh came in and it didn't get any better. Things were just not going anywhere at all. And, of
course, the situation deteriorated militarily, the North Vietnamese were putting in regular units
and we started to intervene with regular US forces. By the time I got back in 1965, we had
150,000 troops on the ground and it was becoming an American war.

I had thought somehow the thing could be turned around, but not with the emphasis that was
being given to fighting the war as an American war. Vietnamization came too late. It should have
been started at the beginning.

Q: Vietnamization began about 1969, I think.

PHILLIPS: Yes.

ROBERT J. MACALISTER
International Rescue Committee
City Unspecified, Vietnam (1955)

Robert J. MacAlister was born and raised in the New York City area. He studied
history at Bard College. It was at Bard that he became interested in foreign
affairs while working at the State Department. In addition, he served in the Peace
Corps. He worked in the Ivory Coast, Zaire, Chad, and Senegal. He was
interviewed by W. Haven North on August 14, 1995.

MACALISTER: My next job stemmed from a contact I had made in India. Another part of my
activity in India involved scheduling American visitors who came under the USIS program. The
young ones, who were American youth leaders, would travel around with me in South India. One
of these leaders was a fellow named Ernie Howell with whom I am still in touch. In 1955 Ernie
was asked by the International Rescue Committee- a refugee assistance agency- to go to
Vietnam. This was right after the Geneva Agreement of 1954 and the first refugees were coming
down from North Vietnam. This was the end of the Indochina War between the French and the
Viet Minh. As a result of the Geneva treaty, you had the seventeenth parallel demarcated
between North and South Vietnam.

The International Rescue Committee, among other American PVOs, had decided to go in there
and try to do something to help the refugees. So Ernie Howell gave them my name and my wife
and I decided to go. The International Rescue Committee is a very interesting refugee assistance
agency because it was started by Albert Einstein for refugees, particularly from the Nazis. And
we worked with refugees like Willy Brandt, Thomas Mann, the man who wrote the “Song of
Bernadette”, and Marc Chagall. Traditionally, it specialized in intellectual and political refugees.
And so we worked with students and professors and other intellectuals who had come down from
the north.

While I was in Vietnam, we had an opportunity to work with a group of young Vietnamese who
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had no respect for Bao Dai, who had been the principal Vietnamese leader under the French.
However, they did have respect for the Presidency of Ngo Dinh Diem, who was made President
of South Vietnam after the Geneva Agreement. These young people had formed an association.
in providing services for students and intellectuals who had come down from the North. They
called it the Popular Culture Association. They offered night courses to people. I guess we’d call
it “continuing education”.

Q: The reason they left the North was because of the communists?

MACALISTER: Yes. They were anticommunist and had not come back to South Vietnam while
the French were still there because they were anti-colonialist. So that was another exposure.

Q: How long were you there?

MACALISTER: We were there about a year and a half which gave me an opportunity to work
with some very interesting people including Andrew Biddle Duke, who recently died. He was
President of the International Rescue Committee and I got to know him fairly well. Toward the
end of our stay in Vietnam, I decided that I wanted to get some graduate work.

Q: Before we go to that., what kind of impressions did you have of the Vietnamese people that
you worked with? How would you characterize them?

MACALISTER: Very hard working people. People who had a great respect for education. It was
my first direct exposure to refugees. Most of them were Catholic. Whole villages came down.
They saw this as an opportunity to escape the Viet Cong, Viet Minh. It was my first opportunity
to see first hand a people uprooted from their livelihood and what that means. Of course, I had
dealt with it second hand by having college professors who were refugees, mostly from the
Nazis.

I was intellectually of the persuasions that Asia and later Africa should have their freedom from
colonialism. As noted previously, I had the opportunity to live and work in India right after they
had gained freedom, and the opportunity to live and work in South Vietnam right after they had
obtained independence. I was struck by the different approach that the French and the British
used. I came away much more of an Anglophile in terms of the British approach to colonialism.
The British had left a civil service. They had left a court system. There were Indians with
training and experience. [ remember, when I first came through Saigon on the way back from
India, there were Frenchmen at the airport checking the customs. Obviously that wasn’t the
comparison with India.

In Vietnam I also had the opportunity to work very closely with a Filipino group called
Operation Brotherhood. Working with them gave me an opportunity to compare first hand the
effect of American colonialism in the Philippines with the French approach. Another important
part of my Vietnam experience was the opportunity to be associated with newly independent
countries. I was extremely disappointed by the road that Diem took in South Vietnam and the
ultimate collapse of a democratic alternative to the Viet Cong.

Q: The road he took was what?
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MACALISTER: The road he took was a very authoritarian one. Initially, I dealt quite a bit with
Diem because the person who actually went out to open our office in Vietnam, a man named
Joseph Buttinger was a member of the board of the International Rescue Committee (IRC). He
was a socialist in Austria. A refugee from the Nazis, who had been very active in Austrian
politics. One of the great things about the IRC board was that it spanned from very conservative
republicans to people like Joseph Buttinger who were democratic-socialists. And they all worked
together for something they believed in. But in any event, Buttinger went out first and
established a very close rapport with Diem and I had many opportunities to talk with him.

Q: What was your impression of the man?

MACALISTER: In the beginning, it was favorable. The fact that he was a decent man. For a
short time Diem had been in exile here in the U.S. He was a very devout Catholic. One of his
brothers was a Catholic priest. I thought he really wanted to make a positive difference to his
country. In contrast to Nehru, he did not have the human resources, infrastructure, or the
tradition that India had even in terms of provincial legislators, free press and an educated core
group with which to start. He did not have the tradition of British parliamentary democracy.

You had the whole Mandarin tradition in Vietnam. Diem became more of a recluse, adopted
more and more authoritarian methods, and ended up with his brother Ngo Din Nhu. Ngo Din
Nhu and his wife became more and more the architects of intrigue and repressions which I think
ultimately played into the hands of the Viet Cong. As a result, I saw the great tragedy of people
as refugees a second time. People, with whom I had worked in Vietnam and who had already
been refugees from the French, who had come back to try and build a democratic country free
from French colonialism, had to become refugees again.

JOHN A. MCKESSON, III
Political Officer
Saigon (1955-1957)
John A. McKesson, IIl was born in New York in 1922. He joined the Foreign
Service in 1947 and served in Iceland, Germany, Vietnam, Paris, Senegal, and
was ambassador to Gabon. He was interviewed by Arthur Day in 1990.

Q: And then from there you went all the way around the world to Saigon in 1955. You were there
for how long?

MCKESSON: For two years. From March '55 to April '57.

Q: The initial period you were there must have still been affected by the French defeat and the
effects that that had throughout Indochina. How did that look to you at the time?

MCKESSON: As far as the French were concerned, it was perfectly clear that all during that
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period and even after that when I went to Africa, the French still had a concern that somehow we
Americans were out to replace them, to take advantage of their having lost the war in Vietnam.
This, of course, was something you sensed; they did not openly accuse you of it. I saw a fair
amount of my French colleagues in Saigon and they were all very pleasant as far as that went.

The striking thing about my tour there, as far as I was concerned, was the fact that it was
practically the only period for many decades that that poor country was in a state of peace as far
as the Viet Cong, or Viet Minh as they were then called, was concerned. My wife and I traveled
all over, not only in the Saigon area, but we went up to Dalat, Hue, and Cambodia. We went
several times to Phnom Penh and saw Angkor Wat, and had no problems at all. The only fighting
that was still going on was between the government and several of the sects, the Cao Dai, the
Hoa Hao, the Binh Xuyen being the main ones.

Q: That took place right in Saigon?

MCKESSON: The only one that took place in Saigon was the Binh Xuyen. The Hoa Hao and
Cao Dai were mostly active outside Saigon, not too far away, but outside Saigon itself. The Binh
Xuyen, who practically controlled Cholon, which was the neighbor city to Saigon, did put up
resistance and when the government moved in at a certain point to try to put an end to it, there
was an out and out battle that lasted several days right in Saigon and I remember there was
fighting going on right outside my own house. My wife and I shared a house with Frank Meloy,
who was head of the political section and who had the other half. The government had set up
soldiers with machine guns just outside our front door. We, of course, stayed inside and during
that two or three day period we could hear the guns going off. Actually nobody ever came into
the house, but the war was brought fairly close to us. The Binh Xuyen were defeated.

Q: 1 think off and on during those years there was some terrorist activity?

MCKESSON: There were quite a few terrorist activities, several of the sect leaders themselves
were arrested and decapitated and others were assassinated, and they themselves assassinated
some people. The house where I lived had an interesting history. I remember several years later
when I was back in the states reading in Life magazine an account of Vietnam and there was a
picture of that house. That is where the Viet Cong, during the Tet offensive, had moved in and
actually gotten into the house, and an American colonel who was standing on the stairs had shot
a Viet Cong who was attempting to come up. That was the old house I lived in at 5 Rue de
Massige, as it was then called and subsequently named Mac Din Chi.

Q: I was interested in your traveling around the country. It had changed so much by the time we
all became familiar with it by the press accounts. Did you also go up into North Vietnam?

MCKESSON: Unfortunately not. It was practically impossible, of course, because after the
Geneva accords, which were signed shortly after Dien Bien Phu, the North and South were
separated. It was supposed to be just a short separation, but it became permanent and the French
continued for some time to have an envoy up there in contact with the Vietnamese, but we
Americans never did. I think Tom Corcoran made a trip up there once during that period, but it
was normally out of bounds for us.
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Q: What was your role in the embassy?

MCKESSON: I was assigned to the political section, and was number two in the section, which
was relatively small. We had about five or six officers, and when Frank Meloy left, which was
about half way through my tour, I became acting chief of the section until I left. When Freddie
Reinhardt came as the ambassador, he decided that he wanted to keep me as head of the section.
Although I was relatively junior, he did not want a replacement until I left.

Q: That was the period in internal politics when Diem was becoming a major figure.

MCKESSON: Diem was completely running the government. I did have a few chances to meet
Diem, but of course at my level I did not have any negotiations with him. I was always
impressed by several things. One, he was a man of great strength of character, very strong willed,
too strong willed to suit many people, certainly a man of great integrity. I think his brother Nu
and his brother's wife, Madam Nu, were notorious for having been involved in shady deals, but
Diem himself was a man of strong integrity. He also had such strong views that when he had a
chance to expound them to an American, he would carry on at great length. I remember that once
when Secretary Dulles was coming to Saigon, he had a meeting with Diem. Diem talked the
whole time in a monologue. As Dulles was coming back to the embassy, he was muttering under
his breath, "You would think that he would be interested in knowing what I thought."

Q: That was an odd situation for Dulles to be in.
MCKESSON: Yes. Dulles was used to telling everyone what the word was from on high.
Q: Did you deal, in your capacity as political officer, with Vietnamese officials?

MCKESSON: I dealt with officials at all different levels including Ministers, but Diem was the
only one that I did not have business contacts with. Contacts with him were pretty much
confined to the ambassador, our AID mission director and CIA representative.

Q: What impression did you have of these Vietnamese officials. Were they generally effective?

MCKESSON: Well, they were friendly, well-educated, well-informed, and I thought quite
effective. I got to know the mayor of Saigon quite well, Tran Van Lam, and also the number two
in the Foreign Office, who was the person I had the most contact with. He was very soft spoken
and was effective. They all seemed quite dedicated. You had the impression, which I did not
always have later in Africa, that the officials were well-trained for their work and really seriously
attempting to do a good job.

Q: What did you work consist of in the main during this rather odd period?
MCKESSON: Mainly keeping informed of what was going on in the political field -- both on the

official side, what the government was doing -- and what the sects were up to, what different
elements outside the government might be feeling. Even in those days when Diem was in power
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and there was more or less a strong, one-man rule, you did have critics and opponents and they
would want to come to the embassy and try to convince the embassy that they should be brought
in to replace Diem. Actually I would see more of that when I was in Paris.

Q: We had an American general there at that time?

MCKESSON: Yes, General Collins was our senior representative in Saigon when I arrived. He
headed the embassy and Randy Kidder was the deputy chief of mission; there was no
ambassador. General Collins was in effect the ambassador, but without the title. It was when
Collins left that he was replaced by a diplomat and Freddy Reinhardt became our ambassador.
Which reminds me, if [ may make a correction here, that I mentioned that I took over the
political section when Frank Meloy left. That is not correct. Frank Meloy had a replacement,
Dick Gatewood, who was briefly in Saigon as chief of the political section, and it was when
Gatewood left that I was moved up and stayed on in the job.

Q: I wonder if you had any role in the little incident in the attack on the hotel where the
International Truce Commission lived?

MCKESSON: It was very amusing. We got a cable that Perle Mesta was coming with an
entourage and it just so happened that both Ambassador Reinhardt and the DCM, Randy Kidder
were out of town. Frank Meloy was in charge, and suddenly we got a phone call that people had
invaded the hotel and that Perle Mesta was being held prisoner in her room. Frank Meloy
decided that something had to be done to rescue her, so he dashed out of the embassy and told
me "John, you are in charge of the embassy", and off he went. So I had nothing to do with the
rescue, but Frank did get her out of the hotel and to safety. Her main concern seemed to be that
somehow we had not taken care of her typewriter. She lost some effects, but we felt that we had
nobly saved her life. It was all rather amusing.

ROBERT E. BARBOUR
Language Training
Saigon (1955-1956)

Political Officer
Saigon (1956-1957)

Prinipal Officer
Hue (1957-1958)

Robert E. Barbour was born in Ohio in 1927 and educated at the University of
Tennessee and George Washington University. He entered the Foreign Service in
1949. His career included posts in Basra, Tokyo, Saigon, Hue, Paris, Rome and
Madrid and in 1984 he was named ambassador to Surinam. He was interviewed
by Charles Stuart Kennedy in 1992.
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Q: You were the first Vietnamese language officer?
BARBOUR: Yes.

Q: I don't imagine at the time that you thought you might be the beginning of a whole wave of
people.

BARBOUR: No. It was fun; I had about six months here and then another three months on my
own in Saigon. The way the language students had done it in Japan.

Q: You said two languages. What was the other one?

BARBOUR: The other one that was offered later on and declined on my behalf before I knew it,
was Thai.

Q: How did you find the language?

BARBOUR: Extremely difficult. We spent our first thirty days or six weeks doing nothing but
singing tones, there were three of us in the class. And we sang tones with our southern
instructors, that is all, the first month before we put anything together. The vowels are as difficult
as the tones. You have to develop a totally different way of thinking.

Q: [ took just about two weeks of Vietnamese as an introduction and I found it absolutely
impossible. I couldn't tell the difference between words with different tones.

BARBOUR: We transmit emotions by tones, they transmit meanings.

Q: Could we talk a little about your activities as a trainee and the situation in Saigon when you
arrived there as a trainee?

BARBOUR: My wife and I arrived in Saigon on double ten, 1955, after a twenty-three day ship
trip from the United States. This was after the Geneva Conference. In any case, South Vietnam,
the Republic of Vietnam, was a new country and I was in a new field. As for the language study
aspects, I tried to follow the pattern I had seen in Japan for the language students there. There
was an organized school and an organized program. We had neither in Saigon, but I had no
duties in the Embassy. It was understood that I would not work in the Embassy. I had money for
tutors; the USIS people helped me find some, I interviewed them and established a regular
regime of classes with tutors and then spent a number of hours each week on my own, wandering
around in Saigon and, whenever I chose, outside. It was a quiet period, probably the beginning of
the best period in Vietnam's life. Someone once referred to it as the golden age; anyway you
could do anything you wanted, go anyplace by any means. They had public transportation, trains
down to the south. I took a train once down to Can Tho, found a place to stay, wandered around
town, struck up a conversation with some army officers. This was the sort of thing I thought one
was to do, wander around Saigon. It was fun and added to that was the regular course of studies
with my tutors, both spoken and written. That lasted about two months and then the Ambassador
asked if we would like to take up residence in his house in Da Lat, which was up in the
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highlands.
Q: Sort of the Switzerland of Vietnam.

BARBOUR: Exactly. And during the period of Bao Dai, the Emperor, that was his summer
capital. The United States owned up there a large, Charles Adams type, Victorian mansion on a
hillside.

Q: Who was the ambassador?

BARBOUR: Frederick Reinhardt, Fritz Reinhardt. Since he and his family wanted to go up for
Christmas, they wanted someone to go up and get the house not so much cleaned as organized.
There was a permanent staff of servants and there were all kinds of problems. Needless to say we
said we would do that service and off we went. The missionaries helped me find some tutors and
I reembarked on a program of regular study, in very pleasant circumstances. All that time in
Saigon my wife and I had been living in Room 333 at the Majestic Hotel. At the end of that three
months of formal study, we applied for and were authorized to take a regional study tour. So we
went off, the two of us, to Singapore, up through Singapore to Malacca, Bangkok and back.
Shortly after we arrived back the Department sent me off to be an observer to a university
sponsored regional studies program in Rangoon. That was the extent of my studies program. I
started to work in the Embassy in January, 1956.

The situation in Vietnam: it was the dawn of a new era for us; there was real enthusiasm of
various kinds. The country was in the process of creating its new institutions; it was writing a
constitution, it was creating a parliament, it was preparing to elect a chief of state. We were
optimistic, enthusiastic. We were convinced the country had economic potential if we could
develop the rice export industry. Needless to say, underlying it all, was the fact that we were the
non-colonialists. The French had tried to deal with the country as a colony and had harvested the
inevitable fruits--failure, disgrace. We were democrats, we were going to show this country; we
were going to teach this country democracy, one way or another we were going to teach it
democracy; it was going to be democratic and it was going to be a success. It was a period of that
kind of attitude. It was genuine; we really thought we had a chance of turning this little country
into a prosperous democracy.

Q: What were you doing at the Embassy?

BARBOUR: I moved into the Embassy as the junior officer in the political section, the only one
who could speak or read or write Vietnamese. I was sort of given political grunt work. We got a
copy of the constitution and I translated it. I read the newspapers and did a little press summary
for the Ambassador every morning. I would get out and talk to people. One of the first things I
wrote was a series of dispatches on the developing election campaign. That sort of thing--basic
political reporting.

Q: How much interest was there back in Washington?

BARBOUR: I personally never got any feedback, but I got a lot of encouragement from my
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bosses. The Ambassador, a professional, his deputy and the head of the political section and his
deputy were all very supportive and encouraging.

Q: Who were they?

BARBOUR: Fritz Reinhardt was the Ambassador, Dan Anderson was the Deputy Chief of
Mission, Frank Malloy was the head of the political section and his deputy was John McKesson.
Anything I wanted to do they thought was fine, they would be glad to have. They would steer
me, give me guidance which I badly needed. John McKesson, in particular, was an outstanding
writer; he had a very graceful flowing style, could accomplish a lot with few words; he was a
profound and beneficial influence.

Q: What was our view of the government? Diem was...

BARBOUR: Diem was to be the hero. I am sure the Ambassador had no illusions about
problems and attitudes, things like that, but we were optimistic. I remember in particular,
because it was published the other day, writing a dispatch about the electoral setup, how I was
convinced that it was heavily rigged, heavily loaded in every way, institutionally, legally, etc., in
favor of the chosen parties and individuals, and said so. I remember having to be careful about
how I said it. The Ambassador, all the people I mentioned, did not impose any kind of
censorship, but on the other hand they had their instructions and they didn't want to sow
discouragement. So I had to be careful about how I wrote this particular dispatch.

Q: What about the timing? Was Magsaysay of the Philippines going strong or had he recently
died? I was wondering if there was a correlation between these events?

BARBOUR: I think he was dead by then but there was a correlation in more ways than you
realize. We had with us General Lansdale who considered that he had made Magsaysay. General
Lansdale was very present and had his own little operation, I guess. Even to this day I am not
sure what it was; had with him a number of scholars and academicians and people like that. I
remember one Sunday my wife and I invited to go with us on a picnic that the Vietnamese-
American Association had organized a Filipino jurist who was living in the hotel. He was
working on the constitution and we had become friendly with him, so we invited him to go and
off we went. The following week, I don't remember the details, I was told that General Lansdale
didn't like the fact that I had invited Judge So-and-so to go off with us and would I please not
pursue that relationship. My attitude toward that was that General Lansdale can do his thing and
what I do socially is my business. That is the way it was left.

Q: Was there any other feeling about Lansdale's operation by the political section?

BARBOUR: In retrospect I suppose he was trying to make Diem like Magsaysay, make him
honest and develop him and get him all kinds of apparatus to extend his authority in the right
kind of way. I guess, I am not sure. Yes, General Lansdale's operation was viewed with
something close to distaste because he wanted to be alone, he wanted his autonomy to do
whatever he wanted to do--I suppose the way he operated in the Philippines. They were plugged
into the station, but how we were not quite sure. [ didn't really care.
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Q: By station you mean the CIA?
BARBOUR: Yes, the CIA station.

Q: Was there the feeling at the time, that there were wheels within wheels; that we were
encouraged by the way Vietnam was going but at the same time we were developing a client
state?

BARBOUR: That came a little bit later; certainly if there was sensitivity to it it was not viewed
as a concern. It might even go so far as to say that a client state would insure its success. You
had General Lansdale's operation; you had Michigan State University which was there under
contract to AID and also helping them to write a constitution, civil institutions, under a man
named Dr. Fishel. They had their own way of doing things, they were less--1 don't want to use
the word estranged--distant from the Embassy, but they had their separate operation. So you had
Lansdale's operation, this particular operation and a large and growing USOM operations
mission, and a small military assistance advisory group--it was small, limited by the terms of the
Geneva accords.

Q: Fifty-five observers, or something. I guess I don't know how many.
BARBOUR: I forget the number, could it have been three hundred? Under General O'Daniel.
Q: Was there any insurgency going on?

BARBOUR: At that time, no. The central authority in Saigon was principally concerned with
establishing its writ throughout South Vietnam, and in the first instance that meant against Bao
Dai, the Emperor, resident in France but wanting to come back. There was a plebiscite shortly
after we arrived as a result of which he ceased to be a factor. It was obviously heavily rigged, but
be that as it may. Then you had some insurgencies, local South Vietnamese warlords who had
probably been encouraged and tolerated by the French, who wanted to maintain their fiefdoms,
including armed fiefdoms--the right to stop traffic on the road and collect tolls and things like
that. There were, I think, two of those which had to be put down, and were. Everybody thought
putting them down was a good thing; we talked about our Shay's Rebellion and the Whiskey
Rebellion. Then came the extension of civil institutions and authority.

Q: How about the French? Did they play dog in the manger?

BARBOUR: No, the French moved out, probably happily. The last troops, the Foreign Legion,
departed in April of 1956, departed proudly. I do not recall any of that on the part of the French.
There was a French Embassy and a French Ambassador and I am sure that there must have been
a good deal more than I saw, but I do not recall any French interference from then on. They were
probably delighted to be out of the place, this was the Fourth Republic in France and it was well
shed of Indochina. But nonetheless, as I mentioned, you had the signs of authoritarianism in the
electoral laws, you saw it in the constitution, which I remember because I told you I translated
the first version we got. Everything was hedged by "in accordance with the law." "There shall be
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complete freedom of the press, in accordance with the law." Everything had that qualification
with it. We wrestled a lot of the time with the concept of "personalism," which was a mystical,
Catholic origin, Buddhist influenced philosophy of the President's brother. No one was quite sure
what it meant but it became the official ideology. Then there was the President's sister who was a
pain.

Q: Madame Nhu. She was the wife of the President's brother.
BARBOUR: I beg your pardon, the President's sister-in-law. A pain, but not a major factor.
Q: How about the President's brother?

BARBOUR: That was Nhu; another brother lived up in Hue, was a mandarin, a regional
autocrat.

Q: The real problem later was the President's brother and sister-in-law. How did we see them at
that time?

BARBOUR: As pests. Troublesome, interfering. We didn't realize at first the enormity of the
problem that they were to become. Both of them were seen as unhelpful influences. Diem
himself was very difficult to deal with, for one thing he was so garrulous. He would talk and talk
and talk; every American visitor who went there got a lecture of some kind. I know the
Ambassador would go for long meetings with him and come back and try to piece out what it
was that he had actually accomplished. I went to take notes once with a Senatorial delegation. I
wrote pages and pages and pages of notes and when it came time to do the memcon I had to
completely rearrange the meeting to make any sense out of it. I think everyone had that problem
with him. Secondly, he was not honest with us. Whether he would lie, I don't know, but certainly
he would conceal, not deliver, have his ministries hold back information. People in the
government told us many things that were simply not true, knowing they were not true; it was
much easier to tell us something good that was not true than something bad that was. And they
didn't like us prying, trying to find out what was going on.

Q: What about corruption?

BARBOUR: Corruption certainly was endemic. We were perhaps less sensitive to it at the very
beginning than we became later on. There were many, many rumors of corruption and so we
were all convinced it was there, but it was more, at first at least, intellectual corruption,
philosophical corruption. The Nhus were obviously getting money though I don't think we were
able to identify how. By philosophical and intellectual corruption I mean /'état, c’est moi;
whatever is good for the country me is good for me, whatever is good for me is good for the
country; whatever I do is ipso facto beneficial. That is, of course, what led to awful corruption
later on in all forms because it spread down to all levels of government. But that came later on.

Q: How about our view of events in North Vietnam?

BARBOUR: I think you could say that we had no illusions as to what was going on in North
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Vietnam, the only illusion we had was that they would respect the Geneva agreement. Illusion
and hope; they said they would, they said they were. Of course we know they never had any
intention of doing so. As far as what they were doing in Hanoi it was obvious. There was also the
institution of the ICC, the International Control Commission, which was the treaty supervision
body established by the Geneva accords with an Indian chairman, a Polish component and a
Canadian component. They became my reporting responsibility later on so I spent a lot of time
with them as well as with the Vietnamese who were in liaison with them. The Canadians would
tell us, and some of the Indians, about what was happening in North Vietnam. There was no
question of what they were doing.

Q: We may then move on to your next assignment.

BARBOUR: Well, technically my next assignment was in Hue. My wife and I drove up there in
the summer of 1957 and opened a consulate. Birth pains at the end of the line in the truest sense.
We opened a little consulate; I had one administrative assistant, there was also a USIS cultural
center with an American and his wife, sixteen MAAG officers, Military Assistance and Advisory
Group, and an American nurse supplied by the Economic Assistance Program. It was a very
interesting year.

Q: Where were you? On the Perfume River?

BARBOUR: Oh yes. Again, at that time there were no restrictions on what you could do or
where you could go. There was a French consul in what was still called Tourainne whom we
knew quite well and we used to drive down and have dinner with them, or take the train down,
have dinner with them and drive back at night. We could go hunting, which we did from time to
time, at night--walk all night through the hills. Then I went on a trip with a couple of MAAG
officers up into the plateau, on foot and dugout; up the river, almost to the Lao border and back
through the valleys and down again. I was gone almost a week. Life in Hue was very different
from life in Saigon and I did a lot more writing of basic things about what was going on up there.

Q: Was there a difference? Here was Hue, the former capital of united Vietnam; was there a
different political atmosphere? Also, how was Diem's presence in Saigon impacting on this part
of the country?

BARBOUR: A different psychological and cultural atmosphere. Diem was from Hue, his mother
lived there when we arrived. His brother lived there; his brother was the local mandarin, and
mandarin in the very classic Chinese sense almost; unmarried, shy, retiring, said to be an
intellectual, who ran that part of the country, which was central Vietnam, absolutely. It was his
fief, it really was. He controlled the entire government authority up there. There is a
contradiction in being shy and reclusive and hard to see and running everything, but he did. His
power was unseen but very present; of course it was derived from his brother. Hue was referred
to as the ancient capital of Vietnam; ancient means the beginning of the nineteenth century. The
oldest building up there isn't as old as the White House. But it was the traditional capital for
about a hundred years. It is modeled on Peking, they even have the inner part called the "Great
Within" as in Peking; the royal palace, the forbidden part, etc. It still saw itself as the repository
of Vietnamese culture. The accent is different, the food is different, the attitudes are much more
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intellectual and detached, there are more monasteries around Hue, the royal tombs are up there.
We were closer to Hanoi than we were to Saigon.

Q: What was the relation of the Vietnamese there with the Montagnards? Later we recruited the
Montagnards in large numbers but there always seemed to be this problem between them and the
plains dwellers.

BARBOUR: The Vietnamese certainly, I don't know if oppressed them is the right term,
exploited them. As the highlands became targets of development and exploitation and the
Vietnamese moved up there voluntarily they began to conflict with the Montagnards whose lands
they were. The Montagnards were much happier with us, I think, than with the Vietnamese who
were very aggressive. Sihanouk used to say that if there had been no French in the middle of the
nineteenth century there would be no Cambodia. Yes, there were conflicts and the Vietnamese in
their cultural arrogance looked down on them and exploited them and ordered them around. I
remember once we were spending the night in a Montagnard village and as we were sitting
around I noticed a picture of Diem up on the wall. I asked our host, "Who is that man?" He said,
"I don't know." There was a Vietnamese with us who got very exercised and said, "Yes you do
know who that is."

: Did you ever get to see Diem's brother?
y 8

BARBOUR: Yes, I had one meeting with him shortly before I left, unfortunately; I hadn't wanted
to press him but use it as a social occasion to build upon later. I think I was the only American
who ever saw him. We had a nice social chat about general problems up there and about
American aid, he had some pet projects he hoped we would help him with. He had some
criticisms of American aid which, as I recall, were factually incorrect and improperly premised.
Just a few days before we were leaving we were being inspected and I had the inspector in my
office and there came some messengers from the "councilor," as he was called. In they came
with a pole over their head with an enormous gaur head. A gaur is a wild cow, I think, a jungle
cow, an enormous beast. Here was the stuffed head of this gaur slung on the pole. That was my
farewell present from the councilor.

Q: How did the Embassy use you? You already had your ties there.

BARBOUR: We were a listening post to extend the reportorial reach of the Embassy, which we
did. I remember one day sitting in my office wondering what I would do with my time that day. I
said to myself, "I know." I got in my car and drove down to the lagoon, it was a kind of estuary,
hired a boat and went across to the other side and spent the day walking around through a couple
of villages there. Then went back and wrote what I thought was a wonderful report on what life
was like over there, what people were talking about and how the economy was functioning or not
functioning.

Q: Did you get up to the town right on the DMZ?

BARBOUR: Yes. That was Quang Tri province; in fact we ended our hike, our walking tour,
right along the DMZ in Quang Tri. Went up there several times but could never go in; I used to
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go up and see the province chief from time to time, went up to see some maneuvers a couple of
times, paid visits. It was routinely covered from the consulate. We would go up and have dinner
with the ICC from time to time.

Q: There were no cross-border problems at that time?

BARBOUR: There was no cross-border movement to speak of, except for the ICC. It was
virtually impossible, except for a small number of farmers, to move back and forth.

ROBERT LOCHNER
Deputy Public Affairs Officer, USIS
Saigon (1955-1958)

Robert Lochner was born in New York in 1918 and educated at the University of
Chicago. His career with USIA included posts in Frankfurt, Saigon, Berlin and
Bern. He was interviewed by G. Lewis Schmidt in 1991.

Q: Can you speak a little bit about the Saigon period? The French were still in control weren't
they or had Dien Bien Phu come just before that?

LOCHNER: I got to Saigon in September, 1955. The division of the country, of course, had
happened at Geneva in 1954. But the place had just simmered down very shortly before I got
there. President Diem had defeated the river pirates, the Binh Xuyen, and the army of the Cao
Dai. So outwardly things seemed pretty quiet in Vietnam. I will say first, that in my two years
there, because it was a hardship post--I confess that while it was a fascinating experience I was
happy to leave after two years--1, of course, never felt remotely as useful as I felt in Germany
with my being bilingual and with my background. I am to this day a strong believer in regional
specialization. I felt totally out of place. At best, shall we say, the last half year I felt halfway
useful. What added to this feeling was that there was so abominably little language talent in the
USIS operation. It was a gigantic operation. I had 32 other Americans and 200 Vietnamese. We,
in effect, were the information ministry for the new Diem government. As everyone knows, the
French left behind no trained personnel in almost any field. The few, so-called information
specialists the new government had were former communists who had defected for whatever
reason and joined the new Diem government. So they were utterly helpless. We prepared the
weekly newsreel for the movie theaters. We did most of their radio broadcasting. We did all the
pamphlets. We had mobile theater groups moving around the country with some kind of political
message. So, in essence, we were the Vietnamese information ministry.

Now among the 31 other Americans on my staff, there was one who spoke Vietnamese.
Typically, he had grown up in China as a son of a missionary with fluent Chinese. He had two
years in Hanoi before the division of the country, during which, being a good linguist he had
picked up Vietnamese which is apparently sufficiently related to Chinese so that if you speak one
you can learn the other. John Donnell was his name. I once said only half in jest to my
ambassador, "You know you could really send me and the 30 other Americans home because
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this one guy speaking Vietnamese is so much more effective than all of us put together." If we
wanted anything from the Vietnamese Information Ministry, we would send John Donnell and
they would roll all over themselves with delight to have an American come and speak fluent
Vietnamese to them. And here is the sad end of the story of John Donnell. He'd had two years in
Hanoi. After the two years in Saigon he was assigned another two years in Saigon--and it was a
hardship post where everybody else, including myself, served two years only. At the end of six
years, he asked for a nice post like Paris, because he spoke fluent French, too. What happened?
They assigned him to Vientiane which was the end of the line. People would come for rest and
recreation to Saigon from Vientiane. So what happened? He resigned from the Foreign Service.
That is how we treated the one Vietnamese specialist after six years. It still outrages me today to
lose such a good man.

So, among the other USIS Americans, there were only two besides myself who spoke French.
The others, of course, spoke neither French nor Vietnamese. At that time all educated
Vietnamese had gone to French schools and universities, so at least with my French I could
certainly communicate with the Information Minister and people like that. But the others didn't
have any language capacity at all. I thought that was one of the reasons we were not more
effective than we could have been. To deviate for a moment, in my opinion much of the later
catastrophe of our involvement in Vietnam was in part due to language difficulty. When you saw
the unqualified Vietnamese who acted as translators you could tear your hair out. You could just
see how many misunderstandings arose simply due to language difficulties.

Q: You partly answered the question I was going to ask you. If nobody on the American side
spoke adequate Vietnamese, how in the world did you get your stuff translated? If you did get it
translated how did you know it was done correctly?

LOCHNER: Precisely. We did have some Vietnamese staffers whose English appeared very
good. But, of course, outside of John Donnell, there was nobody ever to control the final product.
He didn't have time to read every pamphlet.

I would say this much for the whole two years, that we were all quite optimistic in the sense we
thought with Ngo Dinh Diem there was a viable alternative to Ho Chi Minh, after all Diem was
not tainted with colonialism, he had been in the US in exile. We felt that South Vietnam had a
chance to make it on its own. It was not over populated. It had wonderful natural resources, rice,
rubber--the French created all these superb rubber plantations--and with our help and,
particularly economic help, South Vietnam could make a go of it. So in my two years, I would
say I would never have foreshadowed how in the end catastrophe would envelop us there.

Q: The so-called dragon lady, Madame Nu, had she come into prominence yet?

LOCHNER: Oh yes, indeed. In fact, I had the pleasure on many official occasions to sit next to
Madame Nu. She was one of the most brilliant and attractive ladies I have ever encountered. You
see, Ngo Dinh Diem, among his many weaknesses, when he went around the country he would
drag the whole diplomatic corps with him. After a while our ambassador got sick of doing it. I
was one of the cabinet rank people as PAO so he sent me along. Through some rule of their
protocol I wound up often at the ceremonial dinners next to Madame Nu. I must say I got to
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admire her very much. I had a very good personal impression of Ngo Dinh Diem, himself, too.
He was quite sympathique, except he couldn't delegate. He worked 18 hours a day and he tried to
do it all himself. And here I come to a specific frustration of my USIA work. Among other
things, of course, we had an exchange program. So we selected a considerable number of
Vietnamese students to go to the US through all the normal procedure. That particular year, the
fall was approaching and they didn't get their exit permits. So the ambassador sent me over to the
Chef de Cabinet, who under the French system was the number two man under Diem, to goose
him so that they should let these students out. So I went over and told him that this was terrible,
college was opening and everything else was done except for the exit permit and couldn't he
issue them. The man threw up his hand in horror and said, "The President reserves that unto
himself." So Diem would personally handle any exit permit of any Vietnamese leaving the
country. He personally stamped every passport of every foreign diplomat who came to Saigon.
So if you want an explanation of why his government did not succeed you can find it right there.
The Chef de Cabinet was absolutely adamant that he could not do anything about it and we lost
several slots because they just wouldn't come through with this technicality. These people had
been screened up and down. It was inexcusable that they would not issue the permits. But that
was among the more frustrating aspects. As I said, otherwise it was in a sense fun doing their
weekly news reel, doing all these pamphlets, so I won't say that we at all foreshadowed, so to
speak, that all this would go down the drain in the end.

During those two years from 1955 to '57 things really looked up in Saigon.

Q: Well, since you weren't there this might be an impossible question for you to answer, but what
finally got Madame Nu into the kind of position where she was apparently usurping the
government and mostly running things behind the scenes? Do you have any guesses on that?

LOCHNER: I don't agree with that thesis and I don't think there is unanimity among historians
by now on that. Of course, it was really, at least during my time, much more her husband, Ngo
Dinh Nu, who was the power behind the throne. But yet in all the encounters that I saw when the
two were with Diem, they always seemed to defer to him. I never had the feeling that either her
husband nor she were running Ngo Dinh Diem. Diem relied on both of them, maybe to excess,
but that is different from saying that they were the power behind the throne.

SAMUEL T. WILLIAMS
Military Assistance Advisory Group
Saigon (1955-1960)

Samuel T. Williams was a member of the US Army. He served in Japan, Korea
and Vietnam. He was interviewed by Ted Gittinger in 1981.

Q: What was your first impression of your MAAG people and Saigon when you first arrived?

WILLIAMS: Well, I would say the whole thing looked like it was an enormous mess. It wasn't
anyone's fault particularly; we didn't have very many people out there. That was one trouble with
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MAAG, they never had enough people to do what they were told to do. And there were very few
U.S. military there - Mike O’Daniel didn't have a great deal of help. He had one brigadier that
was not the strongest general officer I've ever known, and his headquarters was in a dilapidated,
or gutted Chinese building in Cholon. The noise there was terrific from the street noises and
things of that nature. Mike hadn't been able to set up any workable administrative system in his
headquarters. Frankly I would say that Mike, [ had known him since 1925 and we were intimate
friends, was not an administrator. He was an aggressive fighter in peace and war but he knew no
more about running an office than the man in the moon, and he didn't have anyone to run it for
him. So he had no files nor reliable records nor anything of that nature. He was out all the time
from daylight till dark, as hard as he could go, trying to get things done out in the field. That was
the impression [ had of MAAG when I got there. One man driving hard to get things done and
with little help.

Q: What exactly was General ODaniel trying to accomplish?

WILLIAMS: He was trying to get some kind of organization in the Vietnamese army and air
force and navy, but his primary work had been at that time to help receive almost a million
refugees from up around the Hanoi area. They were moving down into South Vietnam to escape
the to escape the communist government of North Vietnam. Now, you seldom hear or read about
that, but right after the Geneva accords, Ho Chi Minh said he'd let those people go south that
wanted to go south. Well, they didn't let all go but they let a hell of a lot of them go south, and
there was no organization to receive them, feed them or do anything else, so Mike O’Daniel at
least got tents shipped in there and pitched camps for refugees. I have no idea what the figure
was, but I've heard the figure ran anywhere from five hundred thousand to almost a million
refugees that came south. That's what Mike was doing mostly, and he was doing it mostly by
himself with his bare hands as the South Vietnamese he had to work with were not used to doing
things like that.

Q. How many people were in MAAG at about this time?
WILLIAMS: Oh, I think we had around two hundred maybe.
Q: A large company?

WILLIAMS: Yes, that's right. They were about equally divided among non- commissioned
officers and officers. Now that's a rough guess, I don't remember. After I got going there I tried
valiantly to raise that figure. [ wanted a minimum of two thousand, but the people stateside
Could not agree on that strength. Now here was the reason.

The Geneva accords, which we never signed, but Bedell Smith said in his infinite wisdom that
we would adhere to, stipulated that any U.S. military that came in would be replacements for the
people who were on hand at the time the accords were signed. Or in other words, we would not
increase. Well, when that happened there was anywhere from two or maybe I'd say on the
outside four hundred officers and men in South Vietnam that were Americans. There was an
International Control Commission made up of some army officers from India, from Canada and
Poland. The Indians were violently against us from the day that I got there until the day I left.
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They were against Mike, too. The Canadians were very much for westerners, and the Poles, they
held a swing, one way or the other. Now that commission would monitor very closely every U.S.
military person or piece of equipment that came in or out of Vietnam. If I got some replacements
out there I had to show by name, rank, organization who they were, how many they were, and
exactly who they were replacing. Those Indians worked on that to a degree.

So Mike didn't have enough Americans to work with, and for a long time I was terribly
handicapped before I could get any additional people. Finally we were able to get what we called
"training teams," a few technicians for this, a few technicians for that, to come out, a team of
three or four, something like that, and stay for a certain number of days or weeks and then go
back. That's the way we were doing it because it took the bureaucracy of the Control
Commission so long to operate, the teams would be in and out before the hell they could do
anything about it. That's the way we got any additional help at all.

Q: Was the situation ever resolved?

WILLIAMS: No. No, it was not resolved, and it went further than that, because each piece of
equipment--and we're fixing to get into that again I'm afraid--shipped in there had to be a
replacement for a piece of equipment that was there at the time of the Geneva accords.

Q: How could you know what was there at the time?

WILLIAMS: You couldn't, you couldn't. But anytime that we got anything shipped in I had to
show the commission that some number of items were being destroyed. Regardless if it was
vehicles or anything else, we had to show item for item. Say we're getting in ten jeeps. All right,
we had to show them ten jeeps that were going on the salvage pile right then to be cut up. So
then we could bring in ten more jeeps. They made things as rough as possible. Pure harassment. |
remember that one time one of my sergeants was absolutely browned off. American soldiers will
only put up with so much. He came to me because he was cutting up some old one-pounder
cannons. Very likely you are not familiar with those, but in World War II we had a one-pounder
gun that was our original anti-tank gun. You'd shoot that against any tank and its shell would
bounce off, but nevertheless that was what we had. Well, we were going to destroy some of those
to get them off our invoice. And we were cutting those barrels in about two or two-and-a-half-
foot lengths and throwing them in the scrap heap. The commission came along and said, "You
can't do that. You've got to go back and cut these barrels again, and each one of those two-foot
barrels you have to cut them into one-foot lengths." Well, that's just harassment.

Blowing ammunition. There was ammunition all over Vietnam at that time, and large piles of it.
I asked my counterpart there, a Frenchman, [Pierre] Jacquot, General Jacquot, "What the hell
were the French doing with so much ammunition? Here, there, yonder, there's piles of it all over
Vietnam." He said, "It's simple. We were getting ammunition from you, from the States, and if
we wanted some ammunition at Hue, it would be better to have it unloaded at Hue than it would
be to unload it in Saigon and we then tried to ship it up there. So anyplace where we needed the
ammunition, that's where we asked the ammunition be placed." Then they ran off and left lots of
it, and there it was. It had deteriorated and had to be destroyed before we could ship in some
decent replacement ammunition.
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I remember one time I notified the commission that we were going to blow a certain number of
tons of ammunition at a certain place and time and we'd dug an enormous pit and put that old
ammo in there. They hadn't shown up, our people went ahead and had that pit about half full on
the way to blow it and the commission came and they said, "What's in there?" The U.S. sergeant
said so and so, and they said, "We don't know it. Dig it out of there, let us see it and then put it
back." That's when the sergeant blew his top and came to me and said, "General, we're just not
going to do it." I said, "I know you're not going to do it. Just tell them to go to hell and go ahead
and blow it." Hell, the commission didn't do anything about it, but it's that harassment--oh, they'd
make reports about it, they'd make a report to Hanoi, they'd make reports of it to the Vietnamese
and so forth, and to Washington: "the Americans are not doing this, that and the other. They are
bullheaded." But that was the kind of stuff we were running into all the time. It was just like
molasses in January. Did that answer your question?

Q: Yes, Sir. I was just going to ask you about certain people. Now I think at one place General
Lansdale says that he spent his first interview with you getting royally chewed out. Do you
remember that incident?

WILLIAMS: Yes, I remember it quite well. Because he hasn't let me forget it. First of all, I didn't
see Lansdale until after I moved that headquarters out of Cholon, where I had found it, and taken
over another building in a better part of town. It was a larger building and better located. The
chief of staff or headquarters commandant, or whoever was handling that kind of work at that
time, had divided it up and assigned the offices here, there and yonder. Then it suddenly dawned
on me--Lansdale was there and I think he had eleven people with him, but they had not come to
my attention prior to that, and if they had, it just went over my head. But one morning, one day, I
was coming up the front steps of the MAAG headquarters and an American, or at least a
Caucasian, unshaven, dirty as hell, in a very dilapidated automobile drove up and got out and left
his automobile standing there where he shouldn't have, and went up the steps into the
headquarters. The first officer I saw I asked, "Who is that character?" I didn't know if he had any
business being in the MAAG headquarters. At that time we didn't have guards on our
headquarters. He said, "He's one of Lansdale's people." So I sent for Lansdale and I told him
about this incident, and I told him I wanted him to get his people spruced up a little bit.

Well, he didn't make it clear to me, which he should have, or maybe I was a little slow on the
uptake, but he had his people looking that way on purpose. They were CIA operators and they
were working all over the country and he didn't want them dressed up looking like good,
prosperous Americans.

Q: Were these military personnel in civilian clothes?

WILLIAMS: I don't know, I don't know if they were military or civilian. I never inquired into his

business that much. Lansdale, I was talking to him in my office and he was sitting there--do you
know Lansdale?

Q: No, Sir.
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WILLIAMS: Well, he's a very fine-looking officer. But he also has a dreamy look. He can
lounge back on a divan or a chair and kind of look at the ceiling, look at the walls with a kind of
a dreamy look, and you just think that you're spitting against the wind, that he's not hearing a
damn thing you say. So I had to wake him up. He wrote in his book [In the Midst of War: An
American Mission to Southeast Asia], which he sent and asked me what I thought about it, that I
jumped on him and did it in such a voice that I could be heard all over Vietnam. Maybe I did.

But he also wrote in that book that I reminded him of either his father or his grandfather.
Anyway, he said he took a liking to me right then and actually invited me to supper that night,
and we had a very pleasant time. Well, I don't remember that part of it. Lansdale and I never did
have any major differences. I didn't know much about his business, and I don't think he knew a
hell of a lot about mine. There was mutual respect. I liked him.

He was working at that time with a group of people that he had brought over from the
Philippines, and he never told me, or no one else told me, but it was my assumption that he had
brought these people over, and actually they were men and women nurses, maybe Red Cross
people, and they worked all over Vietnam and I think those were his informers. I'm sure they
were.

Q: I think he called that Operation Brotherhood.

WILLIAMS: That's right.

Q: What was his official capacity exactly?

WILLIAMS: He was a member of MAAG, and his rank at that time was lieutenant colonel.

Q: But you more or less held him on a loose rein?

WILLIAMS: Absolutely. I had nothing to do with his business at all, never gave him any orders,
because I believed he was working directly for the CIA and I didn't want to get my fingers into
that business at all, especially after the army told me that if I found a CIA man in my
headquarters to report it immediately. I thought, if that's the way they're running things back
there, if they don't know what's going on, well, I'm not going to enter into it at all.

Q: Did you ever notify Washington that Lansdale was working for the CIA and not for--?

WILLIAMS: I don't ever remember mentioning Lansdale in any official letters or dispatches. I
gave him a free rein.

Q: Did he report to you on what he was doing or directly to Washington?
WILLIAMS: As I recall he would come in every once in a while and give me briefings and
discuss conditions and so forth, and I judged that he told me was what he was damn willing for

me to know, and that was all. Any reports he was making, official reports, I'm positive he was
making direct to his people back in Washington. I had too many problems of my own to think
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about CIA affairs.

Lansdale is a very unusual man. He's had a lot of experience in Asia with Asiatics and with the
Filipinos. He got this notoriety of being the man that they modeled The Ugly American after,
which I don't think is true. I don't think they modeled him on Lansdale at all. Lansdale is
intelligent. I mean by that that he knew his way around. I think he's smart as hell. I like him.

Q: What was his relationship to President Diem?

WILLIAMS: I don't know. I know that Diem knew him, and I imagine that Diem very likely
mentioned his name occasionally to me. I remember one time a year or so later when some
Americans were going to come out, a committee was going to come out to Vietnam and the
Vietnamese were in conference with the embassy on this subject. The embassy saw Lansdale's
name on the list of visitors and vetoed him, said he couldn't come. President Diem told me that
and said, "What do you think about it?" I said, "Hell, you know Lansdale as well as I do. I think
he's done a wonderful thing for your country in the work he's done here, and if you want him to
visit, okay, bring him out." And he came out. I imagine that if they knew about it, my comment
to Diem very likely irritated the American Ambassador. I don't know. But anyway, Lansdale I
would say on occasion was not getting along too well with the embassy. Whether he was or not, I
don't know.

Or it might be that the CIA man at the embassy at that time and Lansdale were at cross-
purposes. I don't know.

Q: Lansdale came back about two years before you did. Isn't that about right? Something on that
order.

WILLIAMS: I don't remember.

Q: Do you know what he did after he came back to the States? I've heard that he continued to
work on Vietnam problems, and [ was wondering if you had any contact with him after he left
Vietnam?

WILLIAMS: I think we exchanged personal letters.
Q: Not official contact?

WILLIAMS: Oh, no. I presume he came back and was working with the CIA here in the States.
That's the best of my knowledge. In years past I've had a terrific amount of correspondence with
the people, officers and soldiers. I get letters now from soldiers that I haven't seen in twenty or
thirty years. Sometimes they come see me. The same with the officers. Sometimes an officer will
call me long distance on the telephone and I'll have to get out of it as well as I can by saying,
"Well, by George, when was the last time we served together?" If he tells me that, then I can
chop these periods of time Off into compartments and often be able to place a person. Sometimes
I can, sometimes I can't. But I mention that because it would not be unusual for me not to
remember any specific correspondence between myself and Lansdale at this minute.
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Q: Right. I don't mean to dwell on Lansdale. It's only that he has a lot of notoriety, and you're
obviously a primary source about Lansdale. So I don't want to let that get away untouched. What
was the atmosphere in Saigon in the countryside when you arrived? How would you describe
the-

WILLIAMS: Very pleasant, very pleasant. We had no problems there except the problem of
dealing with Vietnamese who were inefficient. Now, when I say inefficient, I'm--well, let me
take specific cases. The French were there and they controlled everything. Most of the merchants
either thought a great deal of the French or they might have been French merchants. I testified
before Mike Mansfield's Senate committee in Washington one time that the French objected to
our being there and resented it very much. Our State Department took exception to that and
Ambassador Durbrow tried to get me to withdraw that statement. I declined to withdraw it, and I
told him, "How in the hell can I withdraw it? You know at one of these committee meetings how
many stenographers there are typing as the witness talks. Here are all these senators up here
listening to me. You want me to come out tomorrow and say I didn't say so and so? How
goddamned stupid would that be?" Threats were made but I refused to change my statements.

But the French objected to us. They always said that I was trying to do a job that couldn't be
done. They said, "You can't organize a Vietnamese army. The Vietnamese will never fight.
They're not worth a damn." My answer to that was, on one occasion to a senior French officer
out there, "Hell, they just got through whipping your ass and driving you out of this country.
What do you mean they won't fight?" "Well," he said, "that's the Vietnamese up north." I said,
"Well, they're bound to be cousins to these down here. I think they'll fight if they're given proper
training and have any leadership."

But it must be remembered that the senior officers in the Vietnamese army had been lieutenants
and captains in the French colonial army. The chief of staff, the senior officer in the Vietnamese
army, was a man by the name of Lieutenant General Ty, spelled T-Y. Ty had been a
noncommissioned officer in the French colonial forces in World War I, in a transportation
company, a truck transport company and had served in France. In World War II he was a
company commander and a battalion commander. The Japanese came in and the French were
cooperating with them at that time, and suddenly when the Vietnamese found out that the
Japanese were going to take over--Ty told me this himself- he said, "I told my soldiers what was
happening." He said, "I'm going to the jungle. You fellows go where you like." He said, "We
disintegrated overnight (snaps fingers), just like that." Now, he was very outspoken in telling me
that. I think the same thing happened to a hell of a lot of these Vietnamese officers that I had to
work with because when the French came back, by grace of the Americans and the British after
World War I, they arrested some of these officers and court martialed them. But they didn't
sentence them as far as [ know, but they threw the fear of God in them.

Now we'll take this man Big [Duong Van] Minh as an example. Big Minh was a very close
friend of a man by the name of T-H-O, who became vice president of Vietnam. Big Minh and I
were very close. I asked him one time, "What was your relation with Vice President [Nguyen
Ngoc] Tho?" He said, "We were in prison together." I said, "Where?" He said, "Right here. The
French had us in prison. It was terrible. They had us confined, many of us, in very small rooms.
It was more horrible than you could think of. There was no place to relieve ourselves and we'd
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defecate on the floor, we'd urinate on the floor, and sometimes we'd be ankle deep. Tho got
released."” Why the French let him out I don't know, and that's beside the point. But he said,
"After Tho got out, he got me released." Big Minh had been a first lieutenant in the French
colonial army at the time the Japanese came in and he took off. So the French were holding him
for desertion. But they never did try him, to the best of my knowledge. I think he feared them.

So these people that we were working with had held jobs as lieutenants or captains, at the most,
in the French colonial army, but in which they were never allowed to do anything of any
importance.

Now we'll take another incident, that of Tran Van Don, who was Ty's chief of staff when I was
there, and was also an intimate friend of Big Minh. Don served in the French army, not the
colonial army, but the French army in World War II, as he was a Frenchman. His father was a
doctor and had gone from Vietnam to France and the family was there when Don was born. So
Don was a Frenchman by nationality. World War II came on. Don went into the army. He was
commissioned in the French regular army, not the colonial. I said, "Well, Don, did any of these
race problems ever come up at different times?" He said, "Well, no, not exactly. But this would
happen if my company commander, who would be a Frenchman, happened to go someplace and
I would be the senior lieutenant, something would happen, and a French lieutenant would come
and take command and I would be sent somewhere else until the regular company commander
came back." So that's the way they were treating these people.

You've asked questions in here about Diem and his officers. Now, we'll take the man by the
name of [Mai Huu] Xuan, X-U-A-N. Diem told me on one occasion he didn't trust him. He was
either brigadier or major general at that time. I said, "Why?" He said, "Because he was once in
the French army intelligence. Any man who was ever once in the French army intelligence is
always in the French army intelligence up until the day he dies. And so that man is still under
obligation to the French army intelligence. That's why I don't trust him as a general in the
Vietnamese army." Much later this was the man in charge of Diem and his brother when Diem
was murdered.

Q: Was this a common problem, this divided allegiance of officers?
WILLIAMS: Yes. Most of those people had dual citizenship and had dual passports.

Now we'll take an occasion when the French were turning over to us their excess property that
they didn't want, we'd find that in each one of these warehouses or depots, there would be a
Vietnamese officer as second-in-command. The French would turn over this material and we'd
go in there to look at it, see what they had turned in and try to invoice it as we didn't know what
was there. We'd find property in the most terrible condition. Boxes of spare parts broken open,
and the paperwork inside the box listing contents, spare parts for an M-16 or spare parts for an
M-1 or whatnot, they'd be gone. I'd say to this Vietnamese, second in command, "Well, you've
been working here, you've been assigned to this depot for how long?" Such and such. "Well, why
does this mess occur? Where are the records? And those officers would invariably say, and I
believed them, because I heard it so many times, "I had nothing to do. I was not allowed to do
anything. Sure, I was carried here as a deputy for this depot. I don't know what's in this depot,
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what comes in or what goes out, because I was never allowed to do anything or see anything. But
the French could always say, "I have a Vietnamese deputy here."

Now it comes back to advisors again, which we worked out by getting these U.S. training teams
out. If I went into a storehouse or warehouse that covers hundreds of square feet of storage I find
there's crate after crate of spare parts, for weapons, rifles, machine guns, automatic rifles, mortars
or anything else. The boxes have been torn open, the stuff not necessarily spilled out on the floor,
but sometimes out on the floor. I'd look at that, and well, hell, ninety-nine times out of a hundred
I could look at it and I'd say, "I don't know whether this comes out of a Browning automatic rifle
or whether it came out of an M-1 rifle." Because I didn't know enough about spare parts. The
Vietnamese didn't know anything about spare parts. I was trying to get trained ordnance people
from the States to come over there and try to sort this stuff out. Otherwise it was just going to
waste as junk. I couldn't get it done. Now the Secretary of the Army, Mr. [Wilber M.] Brucker,
was with me a hundred per cent, but he couldn't get it done.

Now we had a place there we called the Acre of Diamonds. The French had come in and dumped
equipment there. The first time I heard about the Acre of Diamonds [ immediately went there
and looked. The French were bringing in surplus material and dumping it. I saw Cadillac engines
that never had an ounce of gasoline burned through them, sitting in the mud, halfway sunk in the
mud. Things of that nature, artillery pieces, anything you could possibly imagine, bulldozers,
trucks, just driven into this, what we called the Acre of Diamonds, and left there in the mud and
the weather. Well, I tell you what it eventually came to, eventually we just had to salvage the
whole damn business. When we finally got some technical people in there, ordinance and
engineers and so forth, they said, "Well, it's hopeless, you might as well just bury the whole
damn lot and let it go." But we didn't bury it. We let it sit there so that when congressmen and
senators would come over on visits we'd say, "All right, here is what we found. Here is what the
situation was. That's what we've got."

So there was one problem. Vietnamese officer and the noncommissioned officers had seldom
been allowed to do anything. They had never been given command. The French had gone so far
as to organize what they called light infantry Vietnamese battalions to fight the North
Vietnamese, and their comment was, "We formed these light battalions to throw them in against
the North Vietnamese. We let the North Vietnamese and the South Vietnamese get out there and
wallow in the mud with each other. What happens, we don't give a damn." Now a smart
Vietnamese officer, one that's really been through the French schools in France could see what
was happening to them. Now for instance, along about the time of Dien Bien Phu in that time
period--one of them told me this one time when I was watching a division maneuver exercise. I
saw these people, the regimental commanders and battalions commanders, seemed apprehensive
and were always looking over their shoulder, and so I had conversations with a senior officer
through my interpreter. The last fight that several of those officers had been into was like this.

They had been on a campaign up north with the French and the French were of course quite
strong, they had a division or so, or several regiments. They took this one Vietnamese regiment,
and said, "We're going to attack. You're going to lead out. You're going to lead the attack. We're
right behind you with a French regiment here and a French regiment there and when we get
going right, we're coming in here and going in there to support you." And the senior officer said,
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"We'd started the attack and got going good and looked around to wait for the French to come up
on our right and left, but they started a withdrawal action at the same time they ordered us to
attack. That left us alone and we were defeated badly." Now they'd tell me stories like that. So
they didn t trust anyone, and it took a great deal of living with and association with the
Vietnamese to get them to change over and have some semblance of confidence with the
Americans that they were working with. At first they just didn't trust anyone at all. Finally the
military began to accept MAAG as good friends and cooperated. Well, I could talk about that for
ages, but I don't think that's what you want.

Q: Well, what were you getting the Vietnamese army ready for? What was the prime threat as
you analyzed it in those early days?

WILLIAMS: When I had my last conversation in the Pentagon with the Chief of Staff of the
army, or his staff, they told me that there was an agreement, presumed agreement, that general
free elections would be held in Vietnam, North and South Vietnam, one year after the signing of
the Geneva accords, and I believe without going back, but somewhere in my mind the Geneva
accords were signed in June or July. If the elections were not held, then North Vietnam was
going to attack and conquer South Vietnam. They said, "Now, we don't believe that President
Diem is going to agree to general elections." Well, they were right, he wouldn't agree. So, the
thing uppermost in my mind when I got there in October was that I had until next July to get
something up on the [17th] Parallel to withstand an attack in July of 1956.

That was my primary purpose, to get something up there and get them in some kind of shape,
and I believed that so strongly that--although I didn't have the authority to command, I just went
up there. I think the 1st Vietnamese Division was in that area at that time. I went up there and
lived with that division commander for about a week before I thought the attack was going to be
made and stayed up there for about an extra week, so that I could be there and be of any
assistance I could with those people in case the attack came. So that's what I had in mind when I
went in there in 1955, that we were going to fight a North Korean type of invasion in July of
1956. As a matter of fact, I thought that for at least two years. I thought each year that this was
going to be next thing to come.

Q: Were the sects still much of a problem when you arrived in South Vietnam?

WILLIAMS: Yes. To a degree.

Q: The Bao Dai--

WILLIAMS: They were.

Q: --or the Hoa Hao, I mean.

WILLIAMS: Yes, they were, but not both at the same time. When one sect would be up in arms,
the others would seem to be taking it easy. In other words, as I remember it, they never did fight

all at one time. Incidentally this man Big Minh I spoke of a while ago, had gotten a semblance of
fame and notoriety there, before I arrived. He had taken some Vietnamese troops and cleaned out
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some of those sects from around Saigon. Not only did Lansdale tell me this, but Mike O'Daniel
told me that when Big Minh almost had the sects where he was going to destroy them
completely, the French moved some troops in between the Vietnamese and the sects. The
Vietnamese decided they were going to call the battle off because if they didn't call it off they'd
have to fight through the French troops to get to the sects.

Q: Was that the Binh Xuyen, or do you remember that?

WILLIAMS: I don't remember. It was down in the south, below Saigon. You see, the French had
us, in many ways, because among other troops that they had, they had some Foreign
Legionnaires, some of the best-looking soldiers you ever saw in your life. Any time I went to
French headquarters there would always be one of those Legionnaires or two of them on guard at
the door. I used to talk to them. I couldn't speak German, but I made a pass at it.

Q: Were they mostly Germans?

WILLIAMS: Yes. Almost 90 percent. With those French Legionnaires, the French could do
anything they wanted to. I never had any close contact with any French soldiers in Vietnam, only
French officers. The only French soldiers I ever came in contact with were Foreign Legionnaires.
They had a Moroccan band with them. One time I said to General Jacquot, the commander-in-
chief of Indochina, Indochine they called it, "I want to give your bandmaster some cigars." He
said, "That's fine." So the next time I went to his headquarters, I took a box of cigars and I gave
them to the bandmaster and I told him to pass them around among those bandsmen and he did.
Jacquot was over on the veranda watching me. He said, I thought you wanted to give the
bandmaster a cigar." I said, "Well, you know damn well I wouldn't be cheap enough to come
over here with one cigar." Without a doubt Jacquot didn't like it because I gave his bandsmen
cigars.

But, as a result of that, I send an aide-de-camp, an officer by the name of Jack [John M.] Shultz
that now lives in Austin, over there with my tape recorder and got the bandmaster to record some
of their Moroccan music. That tape right there on my shelf, "Foreign Legion Bands, 1956," about
one half a reel, ends about graduation number thirty.

Well, I don't know how we got on the subject of the Foreign Legion, but anyhow, for example,
[G. Frederick] Reinhardt--Ambassador Reinhardt. Ambassador Reinhardt, who was ambassador
when I got there. He phoned me up one morning, he said, "There are tanks rolling down behind
my house going down to the river and being loaded on ships. Why don't you stop them?" I said,
"Jacquot has got the bayonets, I haven't any troops." Well, it suddenly dawned on him that the
man with the bayonets, by God, was the one who controlled. A lot of people don't realize that,
that you get into a situation that way, any diplomacy goes to hell. The man who's got the soldiers
and the bayonets is going to do what he wants to until he gets tired or until the bureaucracy can
get around to making protests. But that quite surprised him. I told him, "You can't keep those
people from loading on anything here that they want to take to France."

Mr. [John Foster] Dulles came to Saigon. He was coming up from Australia [ remember and he
sent me a wire, or sent me a cable before he got there, "Give me an invoice of American property
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issued to the French during such-and-such a period." Well, that was for three or four years, since
1954 certainly. I had no such records. Mike O'Daniel had no such records. I immediately went to
Washington with a TWX and said, "Mr. Dulles is coming here, going to be here at such-and-such
a time and he wants an invoice of the property the U.S. furnished the French. Will you send it
immediately?" I got a reply back that said, "There's no such record in Washington. All we can do
is give you the dollar amounts."

Anyway, when Mr. Dulles came in, I reported to him: "You asked for an invoice of property that
we had furnished the French. We have no such invoice as that. Neither do your friends back in
Washington have such a thing as that. Further, I can tell you right now that the French are
stealing us blind here in this place. They're taking out equipment that they have no authority to
take out, and I have no means to stop them." He said, "What did you expect? Of course, they're
going to steal you blind. They're going to take anything they can get their hands on. They have
ships to haul it with. They're going to do it."

I sent a message back to Washington that the French were taking out more than they were
supposed to. In other words, a decision had been made, between Washington and Paris that when
the French forces evacuated South Vietnam that they would take out a certain amount of
equipment and no more. In other words, they would take out a full TO & E [table of organization
and equipment] for all the troops they had in Vietnam. I reported, "They're taking out much,
much more than they have TO in troops here." They came back from Washington to me and said,
"That's impossible. The French wouldn’t break an agreement in that manner."

Several months later, after they had completely evacuated, the chief of MAAG in France sent a
message to me as the chief of MAAG in Vietnam, "The warehouses here are full of equipment,
military equipment from South Vietnam. Where are the records and how do I pick the equipment
up on the French records here?" I send him back a message--1 knew this officer although I don't
remember now who it was--I replied, "That's impossible, because Washington told me the
French wouldn't do a thing like that." But I also sent both messages back to Washington and said,
"Here are the warehouses"--Jacquot had boasted in the French newspapers that his warehouses
were bulging with equipment that he had brought from South Vietnam--"Here is property theft
that I told you about some time ago that you said was not happening at all." I heard not another
word from anyone about it. Well, there's nothing anyone could have done about it at that date. It
was an accomplished fact.

Q: Let me ask you what your first impressions of President Diem were?

WILLIAMS: I don't remember my very first impressions. I don't remember. He was a very small
man in stature. I say very small, I imagine Diem might have been five foot, one or two [inches],
maybe not that tall, and inclined to be stout, portly. Always well dressed. That is, to this extent,
he had an affinity for white sharkskin suits, he always wore a collar and tie, and his shoes were
polished, his hands, nails and teeth were clean. His hair always well combed, his face hairless.
He was a great talker. It was not unusual for him to have me sit down beside of him, and talk to
me for one or two hours without ever stopping for a breath. His office was spartan as was his
bedroom. An army cot, table and two chairs. Our conferences presented a problem that I was
able to solve to a degree. I was able to get, at various times, different American officers who
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could speak French and at the same time someone who had enough military knowledge to know
what we talked about and enough economic and political knowledge so what was said wasn't
foreign to them. They would sit there, and every once in a while--initially I'd say, "Mr. President,
stop just a minute," and then I'd tell this man to tell me what the President was saying.

Then after I got to know him better, or he got to know me better, I suggested, "This is not going
as well as it should because my memory is not as good as yours and I can't remember everything
that you tell me here and all the problems we discuss. I've got a good interpreter, and I have him
interrupt us occasionally, Why not just let him take notes and there will be no interruption, and
then when we get back to my office we'll put his notes into a draft that I can read, so that I can
know exactly all that was said." And he bought that.

Consequently, thereafter that was the method of operation. When I would get back to my
headquarters and before the interpreter was able to get something on his mind that would divert
his thought to something else, I had him sit down in my office and with the notes he had write
out in longhand his concept of what had been said during the last two or three hours. I'm not
exaggerating when I say two or three hours, because that was not uncommon. The same time he
was doing that I was sitting there at my desk writing my version. In those days I had an excellent
memory. We'd get through, he'd hand me his version and I'd take it and thank him and he'd go
his way, and I'd take his draft and compare it to mine and I'd come up with what I thought was a
reliable record of what had transpired. I became a great admirer of President Diem. I thought he
was doing a wonderful job. He was simply outstanding and well informed. But [ was in the
minority as far as some local Americans were concerned.

Q: I want to come to that a little later down the line, because I think you can speak to that point
very well, and I have some questions I wanted to introduce along that line just a little further. Do
you remember any of the other young officers who became so prominent later on? Do you ever
encounter people like [Nguyen] Khanh, for example, who took over I think sometime around
December of 1963 after the coup in which Diem was assassinated.

WILLIAMS: I read part of something right here. We've been cleaning up my office here the last
few days and I unearthed something here. Now you take a look at those papers and talk about
Vietnamese officers. Now I don't have the file at my fingertips now, but before I left Vietnam I
had compiled a roster of the Vietnamese military officers, the senior officers or officers that had
key positions, and either written a brief about those officers, each one of them individually, or
had the American officer that was most closely associated with him write a detailed brief of him.
So I had a dossier on every officer that I thought outstanding in the Vietnamese forces, and as I
recall I furnished a copy of that file to CINCPAC, and I kept a copy myself. I don't know where
my copy is. I'm almost positive that I gave it to the U.S. Army Historical Section. But at that
time, which was twenty-one years ago, I knew practically all these people and knew very closely
where they came from and what they did, what their idiosyncracies were and how good they
were or how bad they were.

I remember that when [Nguyen Van] Thieu became president that I referred back to that file--at

that time it was on the shelf right over there in that corner--and the notation I made on Thieu,
who [ knew as a lieutenant colonel or colonel on the Headquarters Army Staff there in Saigon, I
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had stated, "This is the most efficient Vietnamese officer that I have met in Vietnam, and one
that will probably go the highest." And by God, he did, he became president.

Q: So you were not surprised?

WILLIAMS: I was not surprised, no. I didn't think Big Minh would ever become president,
although later I think he wanted to be. I didn't think he would, because he was too lazy and he
wouldn't take responsibility. I thought possibly Don would go high, Tran Van Don, but I wasn't
too sure. But Thieu, when I knew him was a staff officer on the Vietnamese general staff. I
thought [he] was the smartest and most intelligent man I had ever came in contact with in
Vietnam, Diem excepted of course.

Now there was one man that was pushing him very closely and his name was [Le Van] Kim.
Kim was a French citizen and was married to General Don's sister and had been an officer in the
French regular army. When I wanted to get the [Vietnamese] military academy on its feet and
going, Kim was the man I picked to do that job. At that time he was a colonel or a brigadier, I
forget which. Did that answer your question?

Q: Yes, Sir, that's exactly the kind of thing I was looking for. Do you remember [Nguyen Cao]
Ky, or was he still a youngster?

WILLIAMS: I knew Ky, but not too well. He was a captain and an aviator. I'm not too sure that I
ever had any conversations with Ky, but I saw him frequently because on occasions I went out to
the headquarters of the paratroop brigade, the outfit that tried to pull a coup in November I think-

0: Of 1960.

WILLIAMS: -of late in 1960, yes. Ky invariably would be going here to there or passing some
place near, and I always recognized him because he had very dark hair and his moustache. At
that time he didn't have the flamboyant dress that he later affected, but I asked who he was and 1
remember being told his name. But if [ ever had any detailed conversation with him, I don't
recall. He had aroused my interest.

Q: Now everybody, even Diem's enemies, credit him with being a scrupulously honest man. But
were there problems with the corruption further down the line in the Vietnamese administration?
Did you encounter problems this way?

WILLIAMS: I couldn't say that there was not. First of all, however I'll say that I would agree that
Diem was scrupulously honest and had not only an honest, but I think a high moral character.
How much corruption there was down the line I don't know, but I do know this, that on several
occasions without any warning of any kind or anything of that nature, I would require American
officers to appear at this pay table or that pay table when the Vietnamese were paying the troops.
Or, with their interpreters, check records, and I never once found a Vietnamese officer who was
padding his roster to draw additional pay. Now they were always after more pay, no doubt about
that, and I had several hard conversations with Diem about the army being top heavy with
noncoms. They were not noncoms, they were people carrying noncom ratings and drawing that
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extra pay. But I never found any corruption as far as the Vietnamese military were concerned
although I was looking for it all the time. That's normal precaution.

Q: Did this apply to aid, their handling of American aid in those years as well?
WILLIAMS: To the best of my knowledge, yes.

Q: Were you satisfied that we were able to keep track of how they administered the aid that we
were giving?

WILLIAMS: The military aid, yes. Other aid that went through USOM [United States Operation
Mission] no, I have no idea.

Q: You have no acquaintance with that end of it?
WILLIAMS: No.

Q: The military aid, that was okay?
WILLIAMS: Yes, absolutely.

Q: What struck you as the problems that were bothering Diem the most at this time? What
seemed to be on his mind?

WILLIAMS: He was just trying to build a country. Some thought he was working on a
foundation of sand, and I think he knew it. He had a terrible time, I think, deciding who he could
trust and who he could not trust. He placed great trust in me. Probably more than any other
foreigner. Being a Vietnamese, of course, he was a very strong family man, and that's the reason
he relied so much on his brothers, because they were family and he thought he could trust them.
But I'm sure that he was never sure whether he could trust anyone else or not. I'm not talking
about his military so much now, I'm talking about the different things he would try to do in the
legislature with his land reforms and his taxes and things of that nature.

Q: Did you have much familiarity with those programs?
WILLIAMS: Yes.

Q: They've come in for a lot of criticism after the fact. What was the problem with land reform as
you could see it?

WILLIAMS: There was no problem, no problem at least to my mind there should have been no
problem. First of all, a lot of those people over there--not a lot of them, but several of them
owned large acreage, thousands of acres. We mentioned Tran Van Don here. His father was a
doctor and had been an ambassador here, there and yonder, highly respected, a highly educated
man. He owned thousands of acres down in the Delta. One of Diem's reforms was that no person
could own more than a certain number of hectares, and I think it averaged down to no one could
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own more than two hundred or maybe two hundred and fifty acres of land. So that immediately
threw the big landowners against him. Now the government didn't confiscate that land, but they
decided what the fair value was and that's what the owner was paid and that was it. Then the
government turned around and sold this land or gave it to the peasants. Thus many were no
longer sharecroppers but small landowners. Well, you know, if you tried that right here in the
United States you see what you would run into. Say someone is going to decide to break up
Lyndon B. Johnson's or other ranch holdings over here, and then say one can have two hundred
acres and no more. Well, you know what that would raise. Well, that same thing happened over
there. The land barons were being divided [?].

He tried and did move people from unsettled and poor areas into more prosperous areas and built
small towns. I thought he was doing a wonderful job. I thought if a man owned land he would
fight to defend it. As a sharecropper he probably wouldn't.

Q: Was this what they called the relocation program?

WILLIAMS: That's right, yes. That was one name to it. Another one they called something with
a ville on the end ofit.

Q: Oh, agrovilles.

WILLIAMS: Agrovilles, yes. I thought that was wonderful, because not only were these people
brought into small villages, but then they could go out from there to farm their nearby holdings,
but the villages were arranged so that there was a certain amount of ground behind each house,
maybe fifty feet wide. I'm guessing now, it makes no difference. Say it's fifty feet wide and a
hundred feet long. Each house had a little garden right there. The American embassy objected to
that. Why, I don't know. They never explained to me why they objected to it. They fought it
tooth and nail.

I know that we had a discussion, Diem and I had a discussion on this one time, on people doing
various work for the state. He said, "We're supposed to pay for this work with taxes. Some of the
people can't pay taxes. What's your solution in the United States?" I said, "I don't know what the
solution is in the United States now but when I was a boy in Denton, Texas, in Denton County in
North Texas, when some taxes came due if a man couldn't pay his taxes, he took his team of
mules or his team of horses and his wagon and he worked on county roads and he paid out his
taxes that way. There was no discredit to the rancher or the farmer who did that. It was normal
and hundreds of people did it, that's the way they paid their taxes." "Well," he said, "I think that's
all right," so he started doing that over there. Well, Jesus Christ, you would be surprised at the
uproar that went on in the American embassy.

Because Diem was allowing some of these people to work and therefore get credit for the tax,
they were being made peons and slaves. Well, there was no slavery about it. And in those
country team meetings I'd say, "Well, goodness gracious, they did that in Denton County, Texas
when I was a boy and no one said anything about slavery then. I don't see anything wrong with
it. It's honest work for an honest debt." Well, they said, "You don't do things like that anymore."
And so that was it. Actually they were advocating welfare that the U.S. would pay for.
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Well, I don't know what their solution was, that is Diem's solution, except that if the people
couldn't pay taxes, then they had no one to pay for this labor and so the labor wasn't performed
and so the agroville slowed to a halt. A Diem program was blocked again. Maybe the embassy
wanted the U.S. to foot the bill. Maybe they were put out because they hadn't proposed the
project themselves.

Now there were all kinds of arguments like that coming up and it really got to be very bad, very
bad.

Q: You mentioned the relocation program, and I'm a little puzzled. Was that supposed to be a
social reform or were there military implications to that? Exactly what was Diem trying to do?

WILLIAMS: It was largely social.

Q: It was?

WILLIAMS: Agricultural.

Q: Now I'm speaking of the Highlands. Didn't he move some people into the Highlands?

WILLIAMS: Yes, he put some people up there, but I don't say that was necessarily military. I
was quite in favor of it, because in that country there you had a series of tribes that are generally
called Montagnards [tribes] or Moi. That's the [ Vietnamese] word for savage. They weren't
savage. They were not--oh, they might have been on the same life standards as American blanket
Indian back in say 1800s or something like that, but I visited among them time and time again.
They were very primitive. The women, oddly enough, wore skirts, but from the waist up they
were completely naked. But the men wore jackets, but from the waist down, except for a jock
strap, they were naked, reversed that way. No one seemed to think anything of it. They were
migratory. They would go into an area and cut down the brush and the trees and plant their crop.
Some of them were very industrious, and near some of their villages there would be any number
of what back here in Texas you'd call a corn crib. They had their produce stored up in those
cribs. Now when they got ready to move they'd go to another place and first of all, after they
cleared off as much brush as they wanted to, they burned the rest. I asked them why, and they
said, "That's the way we get our fertilizer." I could communicate that much with them to find out
what the hell they were burning this brush for. Well, to make the ground more fertile. Simple.

I was very strong for Diem putting as many people up on the borders as possible, because what I
really wanted was a string of listening posts. I wanted a string of listening posts all up the
Cambodia border and all the way up to Laos and on up to North Vietnam. [ remember one time
that I had that plan fixed up on a map for benefit of one of our officers that came down from
CINCPAC, one of our admirals. When he looked at that he said, "Hell, you're building a Maginot
Line." I said, "Look at the scale of that map. Those outposts are thirty miles apart." Too few
Americans knew anything about Vietnam, the country or its people.

Q: Were there any problems with that relocation program?
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WILLIAMS: Yes, they had a lot of problems. Just exactly what the magnitude of the difficulties
were [I don't know], but very few of those plans worked out completely because first of all, he
had to fight the landlords. Then he had to fight the Americans and God knows what other
political people that might be involved.

Q: What Americans were against it?

WILLIAMS: The American embassy, representing the United States State Department as far as I
could guess.

Q: What was their objection?

WILLIAMS: I don't know. They never did explain to me. Why not let a man work out his taxes
with his [labor] in one of those agrovilles? What's their objection? I don't know. You'll have to
ask some liberal, bureaucratic character who thought welfare better than work.

Q: Sounds like someone is not communicating.

WILLIAMS: That's right. There's no doubt about it. Or they suddenly say, that's slavery. I've
heard people here in the U.S.--years ago--say when a person went down to one of those labor
halls, they'd speak of going down to the slave centers. Why teach a people that welfare is better
than honest work?

Q: In line with what we've said about the relocation program, did Diem ever express to you any
concern about the long frontier that he had with Cambodia and Laos?

WILLIAMS: Oh, yes. He was quite aware of that, and I was, too. That bothered

him. I might bring in at this time--although it might be touched on later--but I brought up the
question of hot pursuit. We were having so much trouble--1 keep saying we, because it was as
much MAAG's problem as it was a Vietnamese problem--with Cambodia. They

would come over the border and raid these Vietnamese villages. I know they did because I could
go and visit the villages after the attacks.

Q: These were Cambodian troops?

WILLIAMS: Yes, or as far as [ know just outlaws, because by the time I could get there they
were gone. There would be a fight, a short little fire fight. They'd attack these villages, burn up
what they could, shoot up this and that and the other and then jump back across the border real
fast. I suggested to Diem that he have an arrangement with Prince [Norodom] Sihanouk of
Cambodia for the privilege of hot pursuit. Well, Diem didn't know what the term hot pursuit was,
and I used as an example the agreements between the United States and Mexico, which led
eventually to General Jack Pershing going across the border looking for Pancho Villa. I said,
"We would never have accomplished that if Mexico hadn't given us the privilege of going in
there when we were hot on a bandit's trail. Of course if the Mexicans were hot on a bandit's trail
they could come into New Mexico, Texas or wherever they wanted to. But usually it was the
other way around, and it ended up with Jack Pershing going into Mexico." He said, "We can't do
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that with the Cambodians because I've discussed a plan of that nature with Sihanouk, and he
won't have anything to do with it."

He said, "You know, there's a great rivalry between the Cambodians--hostility, too--and the
Vietnamese," and he told me something about history that I didn't know. Later I read and studied
it. But in years gone by--and I'm talking about plenty of years gone by--the Vietnamese
conquered Cambodia and exacted tribute from them. They kept an occupation force in Phnom
Penh for years, maybe fifty, a hundred years, something like that. And the Cambodians became
so used to it--this was Diem's statement--that eventually the only Vietnamese that stayed there
were not troops, but merely the Vietnamese agent, this day and time you'd call him ambassador.
The Cambodians paid him tribute each year and he sent it over to Vietnam. He said, "That's the
hostile relationship between Vietnam and Cambodia. I haven't been able to improve that
relationship although I have tried."

Now with Laos it was something else. I found here the other day a paper that is a proposed
agreement with Laos for hot pursuit, and I think I wrote it, but I'm not sure. By anyway, it was
one of the things that Diem and I discussed. He was very much in favor of one member of the
royalty in Laos. They had a royal family in Laos, and there were arguments between members of
that family. He favored a certain part of that family, a certain branch of that family. And actually,
a prince came down to Saigon one time and I was invited to the Palace to meet him. I was
amazed when I met him because I'll bet you that man stood six-six if he stood an inch, and
weighed about two hundred and fifty or two hundred and seventy-five pounds. When you
remember that most Vietnamese and Laotians are people that stretch it to weigh a hundred to a
hundred and ten pounds, you can see. But anyway, Diem was very knowledgeable of that border
and worked with me in many ways in trying to secure it. I thought so much about it that one time
I got in the group with Reinhardt and a couple more people and made necessary hunting
arrangements. Got on elephants and went up and rode that Cambodian and Laotian border an
awful long ways under the guise of hunting. Reinhardt wasn't under the guise, he was actually
hunting. I was under the guise of hunting. I went up there to see what the terrain, trails and
streams were like. [ had a good plan prepared that comes into road building. I wanted a road that
would go from the east coast across Vietnam, across Laos, into Thailand and on down to
Bangkok. I wanted a good highway through there so that if and when we started fighting that we
would have this lateral behind us for supply purposes. But I was blocked on that. Diem was
blocked on that. Laos agreed.

Q: What was the objection to that?

WILLIAMS: I don't know. Diem was for it, the Vietnamese were for it, MAAG was for it.
USOM and the embassy were against it. Some of the roads that--well, they wouldn't come out
and say, "We're not going to do this." But they'd volunteer to take over certain sections of the
roads to build. They were going to do that with USOM funds. They'd never get their sections
done. They'd never do it. Finally I'd go in there in desperation and try to finish the job myself
with army engineers, that is, Vietnamese army engineers. From the day I went out there until the
day I left, I thought we might have to fight, and I thought we could fight and win but I didn't
think we would need American infantry to do it. Some U.S. Air Force and some U.S. Navy,
maybe.
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Q: In connection with this security problem down along the border, did the Vietnamese attempt
to enlist the Montagnards who were already sparsely up in that area?

WILLIAMS: Yes. But the Vietnamese military told me they couldn't rely on the Montagnards,
and I could understand that because the Montagnards couldn't rely on the Vietnamese. |
remember General Ty, the chief of staff, told me, "They can't stand artillery fire." "Well," I said,
"you know, I think that's particularly unusual because you've got one company in the Vietnamese
army that's made up entirely of Montagnards and that's a trench mortar company." They call
them trench mortar, I'd call them 4.2's or 81's. I don't think General Ty ever knew that he had
such a company.

The French considered those people savages and that's where they got their name. Diem said that
the French priests, Catholic priests, were preaching sedition among them and he issued an edict
there at one time that no French Catholic priest nor American minister of any kind could go into
the Montagnard area without specific passports from the secretary of defense. The Americans
were sending over large amounts at different times of material for destitute people, mostly
clothing and things of that nature. That project was handled by church people, not by MAAG.
We had a few American protestant ministers over there, missionaries. And there were Catholic
priests there. And they may have had some French Protestant preachers, I don't know. But the
charity was under agreement. Church organizations assembled all the clothing, blankets, et cetera
in warehouses in Saigon, and then because the French priests had penetrated the Highlands better
than anyone else, they turned the disposition of it over to the French priests. Diem complained
bitterly to me about that arrangement. He said, "The American people think that's going to the
Montagnards and so forth as presents from American people. It's not. These priests are taking it
in there and either saying so directly maybe, but the implication is that all this aid is coming from
France. If you ask any Montagnard that's got on an American sweater or a coat, 'Where did you
get this?' he'll say, 'From France." Diem said, "That's wrong. You ought to get that changed." 1
could not.

I took the matter up with the embassy but they weren't interested in it, and I had bigger problems
and so I never did anything else about that other than to discuss it with a couple of American
missionaries. The system did not change.

Q: Was there an ethnic problem between the Vietnamese people and the Montagnards? Was that
part of it?

WILLIAMS: Yes, definitely. That whole country over there as I knew it was divided into
classes. Some examples: One night at a lawn party at the French embassy, a hundred people
present, men and women, Vietnamese and French and some Americans, I was standing off by
myself when [ saw a Vietnamese army officer nearby that I knew and knew he could speak a
certain amount of English, and so I engaged him in conversation. I said, "You know it seems odd
to me that everyone here is speaking French. I don't hear any Vietnamese spoken at all, and
certainly a third of these people here are Vietnamese." "Well," he said, "you can't expect anyone
here to speak Vietnamese. If one of these Frenchmen speaks Vietnamese, he loses face
immediately in the eyes of other Frenchmen because he knows how to speak our language." 1
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said, "You couldn't be serious." He said, "I'm very serious. It would not be popular for a
Frenchman to be known as to be able to converse in Vietnamese."

One time I was talking to a Vietnamese general. I asked what some Vietnamese soldier had said
in our presence. He took me to one side, he said, "General Williams, you know, I don't
understand Vietnamese." I said, "You don't speak Vietnamese?" He said, "No, Sir. [ was born
and raised in France, and I was educated in France. I can't speak this language." I said, "Well,
goddamn it, you're wearing stars in the Vietnamese army! Why don't you learn?" He said, "Yes,
Sir." I doubt if he did.

I was driving with a Vietnamese general one time going to his corps headquarters. I was always
trying to find some way to improve their mobility. We were accused by certain American writers
of trying to make the Vietnamese army over into an American type army, where everything was
done in trucks. Well, that charge was not true at all. They had a method of carrying food, water,
soil, any load, in baskets. You very likely saw it yourself in your time over there. They'd put a
loaded basket on one end of a pole and a loaded basket on the other end of the pole, put the pole
on their shoulder and they'd go down the road with their load. Those little old women and men
would go along there at almost a trot and they'd go like everything. They could cover distance.
So I said to this general beside of me, "Is it easier to carry the same number of pounds of
whatever you're carrying with two baskets on a pole, or to carry it some other way." He said, "I
don't know." I said, "Surely you must have some idea." He looked at me and said, "General, I
never had one of those poles on my shoulder in my life." In other words, "what the hell, do you
think I'm a black goddamn nigger or something like that?" That was that officer's attitude.

Now, Diem decided that he wanted to get the Vietnamese of Saigon to know something about
the Montagnards other than what they had known before so he decided to have a big reception
and party. He invited any number of Montagnards down from the hills to an open outdoor
banquet on the Palace grounds or what they called the Palace grounds. The Palace really was just
a big building; it wasn't no more a palace than this house is a palace, but it was known as the
Presidential Palace.

They had the food and drink all laid out on tables and he had a lot of guests present: French,
Americans and so on and so forth, American military, French military, American civilians,
French civilians, the diplomatic corps. Then the Montagnards arrived. They came through the big
front gate of the Palace grounds. They dismounted from whatever vehicles that had been used to
bring them down from the hills and they walked down past the Palace, down to where the
banquet tables were laid out. What we'd call a big picnic where people would go up to tables and
help themselves. They walked down through the party guests. They were dressed up, they
thought, the best they could possibly be dressed up, and some of their costumes were rather
picturesque. Of that whole damn group, French, American officers, American civilians, French
civilians, Vietnamese civilians, there were only two men who stepped out and met those people
or shook hands with them and said hello, and one of them was Ngo Dinh Diem and the other was
Sam Williams. The local people stood around and stared at those mountain people like they were
animals out of a zoo. I had visited most of the chiefs in their villages. Common courtesy required
me to speak to them and I did.
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The Montagnards were not that bad, I can assure you. I've gone up into their villages, I've also
gone up in their villages with President Diem. I preferred to go with him more than anyone else,
because he didn't mind going into the villages and talking with these people. If with a
Vietnamese officer, he was liable to, hell, cuff one of them or something like that, arrogant as
hell, because the mountain people were in their opinion much lower.

Now you ask about the ethnic divisions, there they were. Now here's one officer that says "I can't
speak the Vietnamese language." Another officer says "I never had one of those carrying poles
on my shoulder in my life." Then you see this at the reception for the whole group to
Montagnards. Sure, it went straight through.

Q: The great distance between officer corps and everybody else.

WILLIAMS: Yes. European style. Now, here's where they started having trouble, almost having
trouble. They had one division they called the Nung, N-U-N-G, Division, it was the 3rd. That
division was recruited by the French several years before on the borders between North Vietnam
and China. They were mountaineers and some of the best soldiers I ever saw. They moved them
down to South Vietnam and the French positioned them, and they were in position when I got
there. Going out of Saigon as though you were going north to Hanoi, shortly before you came to
Cam Ranh Bay, that's where the Dung 1 position was.

A colonel, a Nung colonel, commanded that division and he had French-Vietnamese dual
citizenship. Diem wanted him to take Vietnamese citizenship only but he wouldn't. I visited him
frequently. I liked him, I liked his wife. They served an awful good table and the food hotter than
you can buy in Austin or San Antonio. Oh, it would burn you up, but it was good. I said, "Why
don't you take Vietnamese citizenship? What would it hurt?" He said, "The French have told me
I would lose my pension. I'm almost ready to retire." There was his official reason. Renounce
French citizenship and you lose your pension.

Diem and his people became nervous because of these Nungs. They wanted to infiltrate them.
They decided that they would do it through the division signal company. So they sent in some
enlisted men, Vietnamese enlisted men. Radio and telephone men, and assigned them to this
Dung division signal company. Then they also sent in some Vietnamese officers who were top
notch, as well as they had, signal officers, to run telephones, radio and so on and so forth.

Now one day in an inspection of some kind, one of these Vietnamese officers was going through
this signal company, which was predominately Nung, and he slapped a Nung solider for some
reason which to him was perfectly all right, because officers had done it in the Vietnamese army,
they had seen the French do it to their soldiers and their own. But boy, they had an awakening
right there. The soldiers grabbed the Vietnamese lieutenant and those people know rough ways
to treat a prisoner. They had out in those divisions cages. If you looked close enough you'd see
these wire cages, just about the size of a good dog house. A man can't stand up, he can't lie
down, he can't sit down, nothing. They're made out of barbed wire. So ¥hen I got wind of this
thing, they already had this Vietnamese lieutenant in one of these barbed wire cages and then had
turned the whole thing over to the commanding colonel of the Nung division.
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Diem said, "They haven't had discipline." I said, "Wait just a minute. They've got plenty of
discipline. Your officers have got to stop, your officers have got to stop slapping people. You
can't do that at all." He said, "I agree." I said, "All right. That Vietnamese officer slapped a Nung
soldier standing in ranks. In the American army an officer cannot hit a soldier. Nor can a soldier
hit an officer, because if either one of them should do that, the other one is going to be in an
awful jam. That's the only way you can work this military business and you've got to teach your
people, and make your people believe that." Well, Diem didn't argue with that, he agreed, but
what could he do? You can't change customs like that in one generation; it's going to take some
time to change things of that nature. However he did stop use of rickshaws overnight. It was
degrading for a human to pull a rickshaw. Yes, they had ethnic problems

Q: How did that relocation program finally work out, or was it still going on when you left?
WILLIAMS: It was going on when I left.
Q: Continuing problems with it?

WILLIAMS: Same thing. I don't think they ever found a solution. They weren't getting adequate
support. The Vietnamese were going to have to have some financial support from USOM, even
if it was no more than--well, I don't know enough about that to talk to- -maybe--no more than
seed rice for planting their crops or something of that nature.

Q: But you attribute the problem to lack of support primarily?
WILLIAMS: Yes. American economic support.

Q: Let's deal with what was primarily your bailiwick over there, the Vietnamese military
organizations. I presume you had a good deal to do with their training and so on. Did Diem
distinguish between an external and an internal threat to security at that time? Or did you?

WILLIAMS: I don't know whether he did or not. Now if I understand, when you say internal
threat, you mean an uprising of Viet Cong, for example?

Q: I don't mean to look at it through the glasses that we're wearing now, because we know what
happened later on. But there was organizations formed early to keep security internally. Like the
Civil Guard, for example. What was the Civil Guard and the Self- Defense Corps supposed to
do? What was their role?

WILLIAMS: The Civil Guard in theory roughly could be compared to the National Guard in the
United States. The Self-Defense Force was maybe what you'd call state militia. There's a
difference. Neither of them were functional because they didn't have the leadership nor the
means to function. They didn't have the training, they didn't have anyone to direct their training.
They were not a MAAG problem because MAAG was told repeatedly by the embassy to keep
hands off completely in the Defense Corps and the Civil Guard organizations' equipment and
training.
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Q: Well, whose problem were they?

WILLIAMS: USOM. USOM sent back to the States and had police people, University of
Michigan I believe, but I'm not sure, come over and they were supposed to train them.

Q: Michigan State in fact.

WILLIAMS: I remember distinctly that--well, as an individual and as chief of MAAG I had
quite a bit of argument repeatedly about the Civil Guard and Self-Defense Corps, very serious.
Because--well, primarily: the Civil Guard was untrained, Self-Defense Corps was untrained.
Their weapons were no good. Some of them were carrying old French rifles that the Vietnamese
called fishing poles. I've picked them up and had them fall apart in my hands, actually physically
had rifles fall apart in my hands when I'd take them from a man, take them up like that to inspect
them. They'd put a detachment, say a

platoon, what we'd call a platoon, out to guard a bridge or something of that nature.

Q: Let me interrupt you just a second, General. Who were they guarding it from?

WILLIAMS: Any outlaws or anyone--actually, what they were doing mostly was giving them
jobs, I thought. But there was a certain amount of outlaws there and what they call Viet Cong
gangs and so forth that would try to disturb things. Of course the Vietnamese guards would move
in around this bridge with their wives and children and they'd set up their little hooches and
things like that. Now, we'll say that twenty, thirty of them were there, of the Civil Guard or the
Self-Defense Corps. This would happen for instance. Maybe half a dozen hard-core Viet Cong
would come to a nearby Village and demand, "All right, everybody out." They'd get them out,
they'd form up. "Now we're going to march up such-and-such a place and you're going to holler
and yell." So they would, Viet Cong in front. Now these poor bastards guarding this bridge for
instance, we'll just take that as a hypothetical situation, here is this multitude in the dark. The
leading Viet Cong comes up and demands: "We're here. We've got so many fighters. We can
surround you in a minute. It's either life or death. Surrender immediately or you've had it." And
they had all this shouting and so forth. These poor people in these hooches at this bridge, they
hear maybe two hundred people back here shouting and yelling. They have no discipline, they
have no weapons that's worth fighting with and so forth, they see themselves as heavily
outnumbered and they give up.

Okay. Now where does MAAG enter into that? I say when that happens, it causes the people to
lose confidence in the government, because the government had put the people there to guard a
bridge and they can't guard that bridge from a half a dozen Viet Cong, although the government
had maybe forty or fifty men there. So any time that happens it weakens the government that
much. I don't want the government to be weakened. I want these Civil Guards and Self-Defense
Corps to be so strong and so well trained that they can fight and resist anything like that. And if
they fight the half a dozen Viet Cong are going to fade back into the brush. That briefly was my
interest in the problem. Now, those discussions became serious and heated.

Q: At what point was this beginning to become a problem? Was this a problem right from the
earliest days?
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WILLIAMS: I'd say by 1957.
Q: That early?

WILLIAMS: When did Mr. [Elbridge] Durbrow come over? He came over in April of 1957.
Well, it was during his regime that most of this started and became progressively worse.

USOM brought a man over to Saigon and he appeared at a country team meeting one time.
You're familiar with the country team? That's a group made up of the heads of the various
sections: the head of the USOM, the head of USIA, and the head of MAAG and the ambassador
and so forth. I was introduced to this man as Chief so-and-so and he said his job was or was
introduced to me as the man who was training the Civil Guard and police, a dual job, in South
Vietnam. He seemed like a nice sort of fellow, maybe in his fifties, and friendly. I said, "You've
been in police work a long time?" He said, "Yes, I have," and I think he told me he'd been in the
police business ten or fifteen years. I said, "They call you chief. Were you chief of police?" He
said, "Yes, Sir." I said, "Where?" He said, “Detroit.” Well, that made quite an impression on me
because the ex-chief of police of Detroit must be a pretty reliable man. Now it wasn't till a long
time after I found out there's more than one Detroit in the United States, and he wasn't from the
Detroit, Michigan that I knew about. Now that man was flying under false colors with me.

I wanted USOM to arm the Civil Guard with decent weapons. This Chief said, "They don't need
any more arms. The only thing we need is one revolver per man. These people will be taught
marksmanship to such an extent that every time a shot is fired an outlaw drops dead." Now this
was a serious discussion, just like we're having here now. I asked, "Were you in any gunfights
when you were chief of police of Detroit?" He said, "No, Sir, [ never had to draw my gun." I
should have wised up right then. I said, "Have you been in any gunfights since you've been in
South Vietnam?" He said, "Why, no." I said, "Have you ever been out in the boondocks here, out
in the countryside when the Vietnamese and the outlaws were shooting at each other?" "No, Sir."
I said, "Well, if you're going down a road in your jeep and a half a dozen men from either side of
the road start shooting at you with rifles or throwing grenades, are you going to be able to handle
that situation with a six-shooter?" "My every shot will be a dead man." (Laughter) And you
know, everyone on the country team believed that man. Everyone believed that man!

Q: Well, his concept of the Civil Guard was a police force.
WILLIAMS: Exactly. A city or village policeman.

Q: And your concept was more of a military.

WILLIAMS: That's right, that's right.

Q: Was that the heart of the--

WILLIAMS: That was the heart of the whole business. Now, these differences were no secret.
The chief of staff of the American army knew of them. Mr. Brucker, who was secretary of the
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army,-h~e knew about the problems. His deputy had come out there repeatedly, they all knew

about this thing going on. On€ day someone told me, "There's two thousand Tommy guns in
Japan"--or Okinawa, it makes no difference-"that have been declared surplus. You can get them
free. Do you want them." They said, "All right, you've got them." And so eventually they
shipped me two thousand Tommy guns, 45 caliber, the whole thing. Spare parts, magazines and
a certain number of rounds, two or three thousand rounds per gun. Shipped those to me at
Saigon. CINCPAC knew about this. I told CINCPAC I was going to issue these to the Civil
Guard, and he directed: "Don't do it all at one time. Issue them in small groups and see that the
people are trained to handle them before you turn them loose."

Q: Wouldn't USOM object to this?

WILLIAMS: Up until now they hadn't objected. When I asked the USOM director to request
these weapons before I did, I said, "They're there. All you have to do is ask for them. They're
your babies. You ask for them." He said, "I'm not sure we want the Civil Guard to have those
weapons." Now that was his answer, and that's the last answer I ever got from him. So I said to
myself, to hell with that, I haven't got time to play with that kind of a ball game. So I
immediately asked for them myself and got them for free.

All right. Then I said to USOM, "We've got these weapons. Will you order in two hundred Civil
Guard people at one time for one week's instruction under MAAG officers, to be instructed jn the
use of these Tommy guns?" He agreed, and he did. Now, as a precaution, I had a list made of the
serial number of every one of those guns, because if something was going to come up about it or
some captured they'd say, "All right, it was your fault." I'd say, "What's the number on that
captured weapon?" Whether that would have done any good or not, I don't know.

So that way we distributed two thousand Tommy guns to the Civil Guard. Now after it was over,
Mr. Durbrow, who at that time was the ambassador, took me to task. He said, "Why in the world
did you issue those weapons to the Vietnamese?" Well, I said, "For a simple reason and you
know why I did it. We've talked about this at the country team meetings, about these weapons
being available. USOM was going to get them, they didn't get them, so I went and got them." He
said, "Yes, but if we'd held it off, I could have held these up as a carrot to Diem, and then got
some favor in return." Well, ! said, "That's too late now. What we get in return is some efficiency
out of the Civil Guard, maybe. Certainly not some personal favor."

Q: Did he ever say what he wanted out of Diem?

WILLIAMS: No, no, didn't. And I doubt if he had any particular thing in his mind. But I had
interest in the Civil Guard, but up until the day I left there I never was able to get any decent
training done in the Civil Guard nor any adequate training done in the Defense Corps. Now,
some people have said much later, well, the Vietnamese didn't want good training or equipment
because they were afraid for all these people to have decent weapons. That was not true. It
certainly was not true as far as the secretary of defense was concerned, the Vietnamese secretary
of defense, the secretary to the presidency, or Diem, or Mr. [Ngo Dinh] Nhu. None of those
people offered any objection at all to the Civil Guard or the Defense Corps having individual
weapons. In fact they wanted them. Also they wanted them under MAAG for training.
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Q: Did any of the ARVN officers express an opinion on that?

WILLIAMS: No. Not on the Tommy guns. They expressed no adverse opinion on it. Of course,
a lot of them said--not a lot of them, but it was hinted later, "Well, General, why didn't you give
us those Tommy guns?" "Well," I said, "your TO & E doesn't call for them."

Q: The reason I ask is that one former USOM official has advanced the claim that Diem was
creating a counterweight to disloyal army units with the Civil Guard.

WILLIAMS: I've heard that. I've heard that.
Q: Would you put any credence in that?

WILLIAMS: No. None whatsoever. Because the Civil Guard was in such a pitiful condition that
even though the army was not at that time an A-1 army by any manner or means, the Civil Guard
couldn't have offered any competition to them at all. By 1957 the army was making good
progress.

Q: You have hinted several times that relations between Diem and USOM, or Diem and the
Ambassador, were not everything they should have been. Is that correct?

WILLIAMS: That's my positive opinion, yes.

Q: Was that a constant or did that situation build?

WILLIAMS: I'd say it built.

Q: What was behind that?

WILLIAMS: I'm not too sure. When Mr. Reinhardt was ambassador, relationships all around
were excellent, and within the country team they were excellent. But after Mr. Durbrow came,
maybe we were all at fault to some extent. Friction developed. I was trying very hard and I
thought it was in the United States' interest to get South Vietnam built up into a strong nation as
fast as possible. I used to tell any Vietnamese who had any questions about it, "If you've been
told by the French or others that we're just swapping hats, that the French left and Americans
come in? That's not so. The quicker we

can get this job done, the quicker we are going to get out." I made that remark before a Senate
committee one time. One of those senators said, "Well, General, what you're trying to do is work
yourself out of a job?" I said, "That's exactly what I'm trying to do."

Q: Were those the hearings in the summer of 1959, the [Albert] Colegrove business?

WILLIAMS: I think that was the Mansfield Committee. I'm sure it was.

Q: Some people have accused I guess the Self-Defense Corps, that was the Dan Ve, wasn't it,
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wasn't that called the Dan Ve?
WILLIAMS: I don't remember.
Q: I don't speak Vietnamese, so I'm on shaky ground--that they were often guilty of misbehaving
in the villages, stealing~ducks or chickens or arrogant behavior or so forth. Was that a common

thing or did it happen at all in your tenure, or did you hear of it at all?

WILLIAMS: I'm sure it must have happened, but right now I can't remember a single incident of
that kind ever being brought to my attention.

Q: So it wasn't a problem so far as you knew?

WILLIAMS: No.

Q: Where was Diem getting leaders for all of these organizations?
WILLIAMS: I'd say he was having an awful hard time. He was scratching.
Q: Where did he get officers for the Civil Guard, for example?

WILLIAMS: I don't know. I know that the leaders of the Civil Guard, the commanding general
of the Civil Guard, was normally an army officer.

Q: Did army officers take lesser slots in that as well?
WILLIAMS: Probably.

Q: The reason I'm asking is that once again, a former USOM official has said one of the
problems with the army was that Diem was using army officers for lots of other things besides
being in the army.

WILLIAMS: Oh, he did, there's no doubt about that. He used them for many things: overseeing
construction work, overseeing the building of villages and overseeing the building of roads and
things like that. We do it here in the United States to a degree. Most of it is done by the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers, as you know.

Which brings up another thing that I just happened to think about. We had to have an airfield at
Tan Son Nhut. The airfield we had there was not big enough to even take care of the planes we
were then using. We had a wonderful chance there to get a field, and I wanted a field that's not

less than two thousand feet long.

Q: What was significant about two thousand yards?

WILLIAMS: I wanted it big enough for a four-engine bomber to come in and land on it. No one
objected to that particularly. I don't think anyone thought about it. They didn't think, "what does
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General Williams want two thousand feet for, anyway?" But they argued about who they'd give
the contract to. Okay, now I spoke about the army engineers a while ago. The American Navy
takes on jobs like that, which I didn't know prior to that. So the American Navy sent out a couple
of captains in civilian clothes, I guess they were naval engineers. They looked over the thing.
And the United States Navy put in a bid for that job.

Q: How can they do that?

WILLIAMS: I don't know what the authority is; just like the Corps of Engineers can go down
here and put in a bid, I guess for building a dam. But nevertheless, it was done. Now, that was a
very good bid and I was very much in favor of it because I thought we could trust the American
Navy to do the job we wanted done. Incidentally, along about that time I couldn't get any air
force officer of any stature to back me up on my desire for a long landing strip.

Q: Why was that?

WILLIAMS: I don't know. Whether they didn't have the foresight to see that they were going to
use bombers in there one day that would require that kind of runway or not, I don't know.

Q: Were they saying that what you had was adequate? Was that their position?

WILLIAMS: No, but they wanted me to agree to take something less. Well, anyway, when the
discussion [arose] at the country team about that, the USOM director said, "Well, we can't have a
bunch of sailors running around out there with their sailor suits and so forth. Why, the
communists will know immediately that that is going to be for military purposes." I said, "Didn't
these naval officers explain what they did?" "Well, I don't remember." I said, "If the Navy
Engineers got the job, you're not going to see anyone in navy uniform around that place. Those
officers you talked to were here in civilian clothes. The people that they employ, whether they're
Americans or local labor, and they'll employ both, will be in civilian clothes. You can't tell that
from any civilian project except it will be done better and you can depend on it." I don't know
whether there was any hanky-panky in there or not, but the company that got the contract for that
was not the United States Navy and it cost a hell of a lot more than the United States Navy bid
on it. But those are the problems that I ran into.

Now for instance, we were building a highway from Saigon, going up north, and there were
places on that highway that were going to be straight as an arrow. Now USOM was building this
highway. It was not a military highway presumably. I said, "Now from this place here, certain
kilometer, up to a certain kilometer, you've got a straight stretch. Let's make this highway four
lanes from Saigon at least out that far or a little further, and let's put a little bit heavier base on
that section." "What for? What do you want to do that for?" I said, "I want airplanes to be able to
land on that. Did you ever hear about German planes landing on the autobahns in Germany
during World War II?" "Ho. They did that?" You have an awful time convincing people if
theY're not informed about things. But that suggestion didn't work either. There was a good
chance. I wasn't there after the war started, but all those airfields they had to build and those big
things they did with the air force out there, lots of that could have been done beforehand, well
beforehand, and certainly at much less cost than it was later. But you've got to work with people
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who have a little foresight to do things like that and to get things done.

Q: Did the South Vietnamese army suffer from losing too many officers to all these various and
sundry projects that Diem had going on? Was the leadership diluted more than it should have
been?

WILLIAMS: I doubt it.
Q: Speaking of officers, how did Diem select the top officers?

WILLIAMS: I don't know for sure. I think he took them more or less in order of the rank they
had held in the French colonial army. He told me he selected Lieutenant General Ty as
commander because he was the senior Vietnamese officer, a major I believe.

Q: There are allegations that he placed too much reliance on personal loyalty and not enough on
efficiency. Did you ever make a recommendation for promotion and run into that problem?

WILLIAMS: Well, I can't deny that he put a great deal of faith in the personal loyalty, but I can't
say that I could ever cite an instance in which he put a less efficient officer into assignment
because he thought that officer was loyal to him and some other officer wasn't.

Q: So if this happened at all, it didn't happen during your time?

WILLIAMS: It could have happened in my time, but I don't believe it did. But you know, you
can't tell, you can't tell what goes on in a man's mind.

Q: Did he consult you about high appointments in the ARVN?
WILLIAMS: Oh, yes. Oh, yes.
Q: Was your advice pretty well heeded, do you think?

WILLIAMS: Yes. Except in one instance I brought up here a while ago, in the case of General
Xuan, X-U-A-N, I don't think I'm pronouncing that right. I suggested Xuan for such and such
assignment and he said, "I haven't got complete trust." And you know he was right in that lack of
trust because it turned out that he was the officer that Big Minh sent to Cholon to pick up
President Diem and his brother and bring them back to his headquarters. They were executed en
route. Xuan was head of that convoy. So Diem had been right all that time.

Q: They never have decided who pulled that trigger, have they? Did you know?

WILLIAMS: Oh, I think so, I think so. [Tram Van] Don says so in his book [Our Endless War
Inside Vietnam].There's no doubt in my mind who did it. However, I think that all of them were
equally responsible regardless of who pulled the trigger. I think Big Minh ordered it, Don insists
that he didn't know anything about it. There were about twelve of those officers in that coup and
we know, they were being monitored by a CIA man by the name of [Lou] Conein. Conein has
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stated publicly in the United States that he was in constant communication with Ambassador
[Henry Cabot] Lodge while the coup was going on, and advising Lodge what they were doing
and what they were going to do, and so on and so forth.

Well, anyway, when Diem phoned in from Cholon into the headquarters and told them that he
was ready to surrender, they promised him they'd send him out of the country. Big Minh sent
Xuan, in command of the detail, to go get them and send an armored personnel carrier to bring
them back. I don't know where the word came out, but Diem and his brother were suspicious
when they came for them and locked them in the back of a personnel carrier instead of an
automobile. Then initially the escort claimed they came to a railroad track and had to stop, and
then that sometime while they were stopped some persons unbeknown got out of the convoy and
went in there and killed President Diem and Mr. Nhu.

But that's not the true story at all in my mind. Xuan knew about the murder because Don states
that when Xuan came back he was in the room with Big Minh when Xuan came in and reported:
"The job is done," period. Don, thinking that they had the prisoners there, went out and over to
another part of the compound where they were to fix up quarters for Diem and his brother, and
when he came back he learned they were dead. The brother had been shot and cut up terribly,
Diem had been shot and stabbed a couple of times, they were dead. There's no doubt in my mind
about it but that Xuan knew of the murders and

had honchoed the crime. I, from a personal point of view, held all of the generals that were
present or members of the coup responsible for it.

Q: Well, they undoubtedly had agreed on what was going to happen.

WILLIAMS: I don't know if they did or not. Maybe Big Minh might have taken the murders on
himself, but I doubt it, but whether he did or not, I say the others are responsible just as much as
he is. Of course, his aide charged with the murders then committed suicide. Now whether he
committed suicide or Big Minh had him killed, I don't know. They found him hanging in his cell.
Of course, they had first locked him up and then they found him hanging in the cell. I would say
it's highly probable that Big Minh had that done, maybe did it personally, as he was such a big,
powerful man physically, maybe he wanted to be damn sure that this aide de camp didn't talk. I
wouldn't put it past him at all. But anyway, as a result of that, I broke off all correspondence with
the Vietnamese.

Q: We hear a lot of criticism after the fact that we were training the Vietnamese for the wrong
war. I would like to ask you, was there any criticism at the time of the way we were training the
South Vietnamese army?

WILLIAMS: While I was there, there was none except occasionally there would be an article by
some newspaper reporter or stringer that would write that we were building a Vietnamese army
in the image of the American army and that was the wrong way to do it. Those people didn't
know what they were talking about. Now I'll tell you exactly what we did as far as organizing the
Vietnamese army. First of all, over a period of time, the Americans had been putting in for
supplies, rifles, machine guns, whatnot and so on and so forth, and the requisitions were being
honored back in the United States. The word came to me, orders came to me, that we had to have
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an approved table of organization and equipment and we would therefore requisition against that,
nothing else. So that meant that immediately the Vietnamese had to have a table of organization
and equipment, which up until that time, believe it or not, they had never had.

They had so many light divisions, so many heavy divisions, so-called, and units like that. So, it
was decided that we would build a type [of] Vietnamese division. I had long conferences with
Diem and with the Vietnamese senior officers. I said, "Now what we want to do is to get a
Vietnamese division. You don't want a Japanese division nor an American division nor a German
division nor a French division. You need a division that is built to work in this country, in
swamps, mountains, jungles, that's the kind of division you need." All agreed.

So we started working on it. They appointed a board and we worked with that board for an awful
long time and we finally came to a consensus, and it wasn't easy and there was draft after draft.
We started in from the rifle squad right on up, or the artillery crew right on up, see, the mortar
crews, building right up from the bottom. And all to take advantage of the characteristics of the
Vietnamese people and the terrain on which this army would be used. Finally after we got an
agreement between the Vietnamese and MAAG on a table of operations we turned it in, as
approved by the Vietnamese government. We sent it to Washington through CINCPAC.
Washington then approved the TO & E's and that's what thereafter we requisitioned against.
That's what we paid the troops on. I spoke a while ago about Diem being perturbed because we
had reduced the number of noncoms. Instead of having, say, umpty-ump numbers of corporals,
we had a lesser number, according to how many squads they were going to command and things
of that nature. There was no padding.

Now where these stringers got their ideas was this: Any time the Vietnamese had a parade or
anything like that in the streets of Saigon, they had an idea that the more vehicles, the more
armor or the more heavy material they could show in that parade, the better it would look to the
world. Okay, you see a man come in there and he's a reporter from the Philippines or Japan or
someplace and he sees one of their parades, he says, "Mother of God, look at all that equipment
coming down the street. Everyone is riding in a two-and- a-half ton truck or a jeep. Look at all
that stuff. MAAG must be crazy. Those people can't work that in the jungle."

These photographs here, which I'll show you and describe them, these are some of the things that
we tried to do. Now the Vietnamese are crazy about bicycles, and they use them all the time. So
this vehicle you see here is a bicycle wheel under a frame that would normally look like an
ordinary stretcher. All right, now there's their packs and their equipment on that frame. A man in
front, a man behind that frame, but the weight's on this bicycle, and there they go. All right, that's
one thing we used.

Pontoon bridges. We didn't have use for American-type pontoon bridges nor did we have them.
Those people are used to using the normal growth there, so here we're showing how to build
local pontoon bridges. You don't have to carry those or very little of them in any wagon train,
because you haven't got one. You can actually build pontoon bridges on the spot. Here's where
we take shelter halves and put them together and make rafts and use those for boats. There's
another example of it right here.
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Here's some more of these pictures showing how sometimes we would use two wheels instead of
one wheel under one of those stretcher frames. Here's where we tried pack animals--we had some
horses over there, but not military, but we tried to use some horses as pack animals to see how it
would work, but it didn't work at all.

Q: What was wrong with the horses?

WILLIAMS: Climate. You see there a raft made out of inverted helmet liners. Another type of
raft--we were doing all kind of experimenting like that. Here's people stripped down to their
shorts because they're going to do some work out there in the river with their rafts.

Q: The point of all this of course is that you were using indigenous materials?

WILLIAMS: And materials that the people had been used to working with. Here rafts are made
out of shelter halves. Soldiers crossing rivers on ropes and so forth. This is the stuff that the anti-
Vietnamese and pro-communists who were writing about the parades in Saigon never saw or
heard of. They said, "Well, goodness gracious, MAAG is building an armored force in Vietnam."
We weren’t doing anything of the kind. People read that trash and believed it.

Q: Were there other representatives of Western allies, military representatives of Western allies,
in Saigon at this time? Did they have any input into all of this training exercise?

WILLIAMS: There were other military people there, from Korea, Australia, Great Britain, but
those were military attaches, and in their embassy attache office. They had nothing to do with the
Vietnamese training except to observe.

Q: And they never entered into the advisory capacity?

WILLIAMS: No. Oh, I used to talk to them. They used to come over and see me and ask me
about this, that and the other, because they had to get a certain amount of material to report to
their home government.

They'd come over and ask questions, and I was always very frank with them, I'd lay it right on
the line, tell them what we were doing or trying to do.

There's a lot of Americans that wanted to find fault with what went on in Vietnam, and one claim
was that we were training the Vietnamese military improperly. But my orders were to organize,
train and equip the Vietnamese army, navy and air force. I had a certain number of navy
personnel there, not many. A captain was their senior officer, comparable to an army colonel, of
course. We had a major of the Marine Corps there, a good one, too. I think the senior air force
adviser would have been a lieutenant colonel, maybe a colonel. The rest of them were army. We
were always so shorthanded. Of course, you say what we can see today and we couldn't see then,
but I thought I saw a whole lot then that I'm not convinced that I didn't see. After say 1958 or
1959, 1 did not see a North Korean type invasion from North Vietnam, which I had seen in 1956
and 1957. I said to myself, "They're not going to do it."
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Q. How did you know? What changed your mind?

WILLIAMS: I don't know. I think it's because the Vietnamese were getting progressively
stronger. We were making very good progress. I thought if the North Vietnamese came down
they'd have a fight on their hands that they didn't want to take on. I believe that if they had come
down in 1955 or 1956 they could walk in standing up. By 1958 or 1959 I thought it would be a
terrible fight from start to finish. And I wasn't sure that the North Vietnamese could handle it or
wanted to handle it.

Later I was under the impression that if we and the coup had let Diem alone that there would
never have been a war. I think that Diem would have been able to negotiate in such a way with
Ho Chi Minh that they could settle differences. You see, Ho Chi Minh and Diem knew each
other quite well, and Ho Chi Minh had offered Diem a job in his government when Ho Chi Minh
first took over from the French, but Diem had turned it down. So they were not strangers. Diem
knew that country up north very well and had lived there, had traveled there. He was not a North
Vietnamese, his home was around Hue, which as you know is in Central. But he knew the North
Vietnamese and spoke several of their dialects. He was a smart man, and I believe if they had not
had a coup d'etat and killed him there would not have been a war. In Diem's time, at least.

I think more so, that if they would have gone ahead and given me an adequate number of
advisors--see, when we got down to the fighting troops I had advisors at division headquarters
only. None at artillery, none at the regiments, nor in separate battalions and units like that, and
then advisors with supply and logistics, I was woefully short. When it came to the navy, hell, 1
couldn't move, ! didn't have near enough. I tried to put a couple of officers in the naval academy
in 1955-56, and the French admiral in command of the French navy in Vietnam at that time, told
me and told me in all seriousness, "General Williams, if you will take command of the
Vietnamese forces, I'll back you up with anything that I possibly can with the French navy. But
as long as you insist on the Vietnamese being in command and Americans merely being
advisors, I'm going to fight you every step of the way until I'm shipped out of Vietnam. If you try
to put one single advisor in the naval academy, I'll pull every French officer out of that academy
within the hour after you do it." Well, he had me, because at the time the utmost that I could have
put in that naval academy was two U.S. officers.

Q: How did you explain his attitude?

WILLIAMS: Well, that's the way he thought; he just thought, by George--and I don't think he
was too damn stupid either. He just thought we should take command as the French had done
and not try to let the Vietnamese command their own navy--in other words, I think he thought we
were just spinning our wheels, that we couldn't teach the Vietnamese. Just like a senior French
army officer said, "These people won't fight." And foolishly I said, "They just whipped you."
Well, that was a stupid thing to say. The French weren't whipped necessarily there. They were
whipped in Paris, just like we were whipped in the United States. We weren't whipped in
Vietnam. That is my humble opinion of it.

Q: You gave me your reasons why you thought there was no longer a serious threat of invasion,
say after 1958. Did you have a good intelligence about that sort of thing in those days?
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WILLIAMS: No.
Q: How good was our intelligence over there?

WILLIAMS: I could only say as far as MAAG was concerned it was nonexistent. I had no
intelligence personnel. I had no way of getting any military intelligence about the North
Vietnamese and little about the sects, other than Bao Dai or the Hoa Hao that I got from the
Vietnamese themselves. I think the Vietnamese officers, their headquarters, gave me all the
information they could get, but I had no means. And I got none from the United States; I got no
reports from G-2 of the Army or G-2 of the Department of the Army or Defense Department,
saying such-and-such a thing is happening in North Vietnam. I got nothing of that nature that I
can recall. Once I suggested to Diem that he get spies into North Vietnam. He said they had tried
but with poor success.

Q: So you depended more or less on Vietnamese sources for lack of anything else?
WILLIAMS: Yes, that's right.

Q: When what we now call the insurgency in South Vietnam got started--and there is some
argument about when you can date that exactly, but the late fifties seems to be a pretty general
consensus--how good was your information on that, on the early beginnings of that?

WILLIAMS: The only information I got of that was when the Vietnamese military would report,
"We had an attack at such-and-such a place." The embassy often said these reports were false.
MAAG advisors said the reports were true.

Q: Did you see these as communist-inspired or bandit-inspired or what?

WILLIAMS: I thought it was simply local, but I always figured that the hard-core was
communist and directed from Hanoi?

Q: You always thought that?

WILLIAMS: Yes. I never at any time thought it was local uprisings. I thought they were sending
those people down, these hard-core people down, and they would go into these villages and
intimidate the people. They could do that. They would take a man and string him up on a pole,
cut off his head and lay it down at his feet, take his wife out and gut her and lay her down there
by his head and let the pigs get on them, things like that. I know those things happened. If you
want to intimidate a village, that's an awful good way to do it, and two or three men can come in
the night and do it. They know where the chief or the top man in that village lives. They come in,
they go into his hootch at night and pull him and his wife out, and in the morning they're there
laying out there in the middle of the street.

Q: Could you ever get hard evidence that people were infiltrated from the north?
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WILLIAMS: Well, you say hard evidence, no. I never had anything that you could pull a man up
and try him for, but I know one of the first times we had casualties there, it was out at Bien Hoa
if I remember correctly. It was after supper and the Americans were in their dining room and
they put up a little motion picture machine and looking at motion pictures. Suddenly some
people appeared at the windows, local Vietnamese were already at the windows looking in, kids
and people there at that post looking through the windows at the picture show. Some of these
outlaws appeared and sprayed inside the room with automatic weapons. One of them appeared to
throw a bomb or a grenade of some kind through a kitchen door. He was countered in that,
because there were two screen doors about ten feet apart. He apparently didn't know about the
second screen door, and so the thing bounced back on him and they found his remains outside
the next morning.

I happened to be in Bangkok that particular day that happened, but I got a message of this attack.
I got over there as fast as an airplane could take me. I told Diem, "This is no good." I don't know
what our casualties are. There's three or four people wounded and I think one or two dead, but
I'm not positive and it makes no difference now at this late date. Lord take care of their souls.
But I said, "This won't work. This case must be solved." Later Lansdale told me, "The
Vietnamese thought so much about this that they broke some of their security finding out who
did this." So those people, the best I could find up until now, came three days marches from the
north. In other words, they left someplace in the north, and I never did know the details and I
didn't particularly care to, if I had known I couldn't have remembered it anyway. They left a
particular place in the north and they walked all night. Then they went into hiding during the
day. Another guide picked them up. They were strangers, they didn't know the country. Another
guide would pick them up, walked them all night.

So for three nights they walked. They got to this place and then they botched their job, because
the windows were too high so they couldn't shoot down at the seats. The people that were hurt
were trying to get upstairs to get their weapons. By that time I'd told our people to always keep a
weapon handy. Now, we weren't supposed to be armed. But I never went anyplace that I didn't
have a .45. I said, "You can carry weapons without advertising it to the world, not even your
Vietnamese compadre needs to know that you're carrying a .45. But for Christ's sakes, carry
something!" These advisors weren't carrying them because they were sitting in their own dining
room, they'd left their damn weapons upstairs. That's stupid. The reason some people don't
survive is because they do things like that. But anyway, the people that were shot were going up
the staircase.

The raiders killed a Vietnamese girl that lived there. She happened to be standing outside on a
box or something watching the movie. They killed her. They didn't give a damn who they killed.
[They found] the remains of one of them there. He had been killed by his own grenade. But that
was the only hard evidence that I recall that someone had come down from the north. But of
course I knew, or at least I believed, that these people were coming down and they would go to
these places and they would intimidate these villagers and they would make certain recruits.

Q: Was that the purpose of these terroristic acts in your own mind?

WILLIAMS: Yes. It was merely to disturb the people so that they would have no confidence in

199



their government.

Q: With a view toward--

WILLIAMS: Someday to overthrowing it maybe.
Q: I see. Okay.

WILLIAMS: But in my mind it never was anything except communists. I didn't believe any of
these local agricultural people wanting to rise up and overthrow the government. To me from the
very first it was definitely communist inspired. I still think it was. And I think some of the things
that came out to us from the United States was by people who had a very charitable view toward
communism. [ wouldn't say they were communists, but [ would say that a lot of the things that
came down to us or came to me I thought was instigated by someone who was pro-communist.
I'm very serious about that; even after twenty-some odd years I still believe that with all my soul.

Q: You said that our intelligence was no better than it should have been, I suppose. How good
was the other side's intelligence as you discovered as time went on?

WILLIAMS: The Viet Cong?
Q: Yes.

WILLIAMS: I think it must have been very good. I think it must have been very good, because
they could pass themselves off as villagers. They could go anyplace in the country they wanted
to anytime as there was free movement. [ remember one U.S. Army War College class came out
there on a visit and one of the students said to me later, "Hell, you're living in a police state." I
said, "Why do you say we're in a police state?" He said, "Well, from the airfield in to your
headquarters there were two policemen on every block." Police walking. I said, "Sure, they're
watching traffic. They know you're coming in. They want you to move and move without any
congestion or anything else where you're going. Now for your information, I've talked to police
officials in the United States and told them what the police strength was in this city and asked
about the ratio of police to population. I've been told that there's no city in the United States that
could work on a ratio of as few policemen per thousand people as they do right here in Saigon.
This is not a police state." People could go anyplace. There wasn't any hold on them. This
student had been given false information before he ever got to Vietnam.

Q: A very free and easy atmosphere?
WILLIAMS: That's right, yes.

Q: Did you ever have any indication that the Viet Cong had infiltrated higher headquarters, not
necessarily yours, but others?

WILLIAMS: No. I never suspected it.
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Q: Well, I have to ask you to explain something then. I read an interview that you gave to the
U.S. News & World Report--at least that is the credentials that they presented--and as I recall
the interview was in 1964.

WILLIAMS: Well, I tell you, I sure wish I had a copy of that interview because several people
have asked me for it and I have said, "I can't find that damn magazine. I used to have it around
here."

Q: Well, I'll give you my copy. I can get another one. The reason I ask you that is because they've
got a quote there that says, and I'm quoting--well, I will in a minute--the VC infiltrated both
ARVN and MAAG headquarters and then they quote you, "l knew that and I fought it," unquote.
WILLIAMS: Let me see if I can find that.

Q: I don't have the page [number].

(Interruption)

You've just said that you may have said it in 1964 but you can't remember now why you would
have said it.

WILLIAMS: No.
Q: Okay. Well--

WILLIAMS: I know that they used to come in and insist on going over my walls and telephone
and things like that with their electrical machines to see if there were any bugs in there or if the
phones had been tapped. But, I didn't put a great deal of faith in that either. You know, it's just
like anything like that can happen. They can do that and say your place is absolutely clean,
tomorrow morning might not be clean at all.

Q: Did they ever find anything?

WILLIAMS: No. If they did they never told me. Correction. A Vietnamese clerk in MAAG
finance office was arrested. Vietnamese police told us he was a Viet Cong agent.

Q: Was there some point in the fifties when you became aware that what was going on in the
countryside was not just isolated terror anymore, but a campaign of sorts had started against the
government? In other words, these were not unrelated incidents but there was a pattern and it

was being centrally directed.

WILLIAMS: I thought--well, now, against the government. Well now, we're talking about the
Viet Cong raids?

Q: Yes.
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WILLIAMS: Well, I thought all the time that was directed from Hanoi.

Q: Okay. Did Washington ever give you any indication of what their estimate of the situation
was at all? Any advice on what new measures should be taken to cope with the worsening
situation, anything like that?

WILLIAMS: At this moment I can't remember of any. In any case I had no means, no troops, no
police.

Q: The reason I'm asking is that there was a national intelligence estimate that was done in the
spring of 1959, which I came across, which predicted that the security forces--the Civil Guard
and the Self-Defense Forces--were not going to be able to cope with the terror in the
countryside, that the ARVN would have to be used, and the Diem was losing his popularity. I'm
wondering if you ever got such a report from Washington.

WILLIAMS: If I did I can't remember it.
Q: Okay.

WILLIAMS: But a report like that would not be surprising to me at all, because I think every
Tom, Dick and Harry that had ever crossed the Pacific Ocean suddenly became an expert on
Asian affairs and was liable to get anything in print back in the United States about that part of
the world.

Q: Of course, this was a national intelligence estimate, it wasn't a State Department estimate or
even just a CIA, it was the combined intelligence thinking of the whole Washington community.
When I saw that I thought, well, this is serious. Obviously somebody in Washington thinks the
situation is getting serious. I was wondering if they ever communicated it to you.

WILLIAMS: If they did I don't remember it. The embassy may have received it, however.

Q: Okay. Despite the increase in terrorism, did you think still in 1959 and 1960 there was still
sufficient cause for optimism about how it could possibly all turn out?

WILLIAMS: Yes. Yes. | was optimistic up until the day I left there in 1960. Since 1955 we had
made great progress with the Vietnamese armed forces. Our advisors were good. They were
doing top work.

Q: That was the impression that I had garnered and I wanted to make sure it was the correct
impression. But you also said in another place, I think it's in this other interview, that when you
left in September that the situation had worsened in one respect, and that was the relations
between the embassy and President Diem. Is that an accurate statement?

WILLIAMS: Oh, yes. I would say that.

Q: What was going on? What was the trouble there?

202



WILLIAMS: I don't know. I know that there was this friction--what I called friction-- between
the President and Mr. Durbrow. It didn't surprise me too much because there was always so
many derogatory things being said at country team meetings about the President.

Q: Such as what?

WILLIAMS: Oh, vulgar things in country team meetings where not only the country team
members were present but maybe some staff officials from their various headquarters would be
in there for different kinds of briefings and so forth. If derogatory things were said, I had the
fear, and I believed very strongly, that those things could be repeated on the outside. Say that
USOM might have a man at the meeting that's going to say something about fisheries or
something like that. Maybe the Ambassador or one of the high-ranking individuals there would
say, "Well, now, what do you think that little son-of-a-bitch is going to do about that?" Or
someone might ask how can we embarrass the little bastard today.

Q: What would prompt--

WILLIAMS: What would prompt that? I don't know. I don't know. Because I thought it was
terrible and I objected to it and I objected to it strongly. I said to these individuals, maybe not at
that instance, "You've got people in here that go outside and this man here has something to do
with fisheries and he goes back to his office and says, 'l heard the Ambassador or so and so,
maybe the USOM chief, refer to President Diem as that little sawed-off son-of-a-bitch or a dirty
little bastard.' He says that because that gives him prestige; he thinks because he's telling
someone that he was in on such a conference. Who he tells it to, whether it's his secretary,
whether it's another American or whether it's a French secretary or what, they're going to repeat
it. First thing you know, it's all over town that so-and-so referred to the President as a son-of-a-
bitch. Now what good does that do anybody? It can do nothing but harm, nothing but harm. It's
nasty, it's shortsighted, it's non-professional."

Q: You were out of sympathy with people who felt that way?

WILLIAMS: Absolutely.

Q: Well, did this affect your relations with the country team or with USOM?

WILLIAMS: It affected my relations with the country team no end.

Q: How so?

WILLIAMS: Well, because most all sooner or later became hostile to me. Example: when
MAAG submitted a yearly budget, I would never get up and submit the budget. I would always
get one of my officers, in particular a man that's dead now, General Lambert, to present the
budget. Lambert could get up and present the budget and [snaps fingers] they'd approve it like

that. I'd get up and present that budget and have to argue and answer questions for three hours,
just nit-picking. They knew that President Diem put a good deal of faith in me and that he had a
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very high regard for my opinions and took me in his confidence and he didn't take these other
people in his confidence. There must have been jealousy there. I assume it was jealousy. I would
certainly say it was stupidity, because it didn't do the United States government any good to have
friction like that going on. I thought it was very bad, very bad.

Q: Did you report on this development through channels?

WILLIAMS: I made no official report of it that I can remember of, by sitting down and saying,
"I want to report this, that and the other." But the Secretary of the Army, Mr. Brucker, was
thoroughly cognizant of it. I'm sure General Taylor was aware of it. Admiral [Felix] Stump
certainly knew it, who was CINCPAC. Admiral [Harry D.] Felt certainly knew it. It wasn't any
secret in Southeast Asia. As a matter of fact, one time I was bemoaning the fact to some U.S.
army officer visitor, and he said, "Why, you shouldn't worry at all. You should know about the
friction that's going on between MAAG and the Ambassador up in Japan. What you've got down
here amounts to nothing. If you want to get into it, just think about the Chief of MAAG over in
the Philippines and the Ambassador over there. They're almost at fisticuffs. Hell, everyone does
that." So, that causes a person to think, well, maybe it's not so bad, but to me it was very bad.

Q: Now, I have looked at some Senate hearings that were done in the summer of 1959, and then
again there were some that were taken, some testimony was taken in Saigon in December of
1959, and I think this has to do with Colegrove, who was a reporter and reported some very
sensational findings and there were hearings and so on. The testimony from Ambassador
Durbrow and Mr. [Arthur Z.] Gardiner, I believe it was, is all very positive about the whole
program, about President Diem and so on and so on. Not a harsh word.

WILLIAMS: Very positive, you say?

Q: Very, yes. They praised the Vietnamese government and so on. It reads one way and what
you're telling me reads another way. Can you reconcile that?

WILLIAMS: They couldn't afford to downgrade Diem and the Vietnamese in an open
investigation. I was reading a draft that they had prepared up at the Military History Division,
they sent down here a book that they're writing to get my opinion. They spoke about the friction
between the American Ambassador and the Chief of MAAG and said both freely admitted that
this friction and that Mr. [Leland] Barrows, who had been USOM chief before Mr. Gardiner,
said yes, that it was simply terrible, that the friction that went on between those two men was just
out of this world. That same history, that was a draft of a history they're writing, quotes General
[John F.] Ruggles as remarking on it, so on and so forth. So there was no secret about it.

Q: But it doesn't come out in the testimony before a Senate committee?

WILLIAMS: Probably the Senate had no knowledge of it and certainly Durbrow and Gardiner
wouldn't bring it up. But I'll tell you what did come out there, which was very bad. The Senate
sent for the Ambassador and Mr. Gardiner to come back to the United States to appear before the
Mansfield Committee. Suddenly I got orders from the Department of the Army that I would
come also, that same time. So I did. When we got to Hawaii I think it was, Durbrow said--maybe
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it was Guam--to Gardiner and me, "Now we've got to get our stories lined up so it won't appear
that there are any differences of opinion." Well, Gardiner didn't say anything, I didn't say
anything. When we went in before the Mansfield Committee, the Ambassador sat down at the
center of a table. I was over on the righthand side and Gardiner on his lefthand side, and the
Ambassador and Gardiner had stacks and stacks of papers and books in front of them. I had a
pocket notebook and a pencil, nothing else.

Well, as this committee hearing went on and went on, I kept moving further away because it was
a massacre. Finally it got so that those senators would ask either the Ambassador or Gardiner
something, and before they could answer they would ask them another question. And you know
when they start seesawing a witness that way the witness is whipped. So I kept taking distance.
Now, at last when they did question me, Mr. Mansfield started out by saying, "Now, General
Williams, we didn't ask that you appear before this committee, but the Army decided, or the
Pentagon decided that you should be present. So since you are here we'd like to ask you some
questions." So he asked me some questions. Now I must say that maybe this was not very
diplomatic, but several times during this couple of days these hearings had been going on, when
they'd ask the Ambassador something or Gardiner something and they'd start fumbling with the
papers to answer it, [ would say, "I'll answer that question. It was such-and-such." And that was
the answer, because hell, I knew it from general knowledge and memory without having to--in
other words, if I had to shuffle through a batch of papers to get an answer, I would be lost.

Q: Was one of those questions whether they had ever canceled one of your programs?

WILLIAMS: I don't know. I don't remember. But anyway, Mansfield said, "We didn't ask you to
be here, but since you are we'd like to ask you some questions." And they did ask questions.
When they got through, Mansfield and some of these other senators were very laudatory in their
remarks to me. I was surprised. There's where I got the expression that I used later with the
Vietnamese, I'm working myself out of the job, because Mansfield said to me, "You're trying to
work yourself out of a job." I said, "Exactly. Just as soon as I get done what I was told to do out
there, I want to come back to the United States, as I've been out there some time." Neither
Durbrow nor Gardiner could have been too happy with their experience before Mansfield.

Well, anyway, now we're back in Vietnam. One day Mr. Thuan, the secretary to the presidency,
said to me, "What did you think about the Mansfield Report?" I said, "I haven't seen it," and |
hadn't. He said, "Well, the embassy tells us to take it all with a grain of salt. Said your treatment
wasn't as good as it sounds."

Q: All right, General Williams, despite the increase in terrorist activities in 1959 and 1960, did
you see cause for optimism in the South Vietnamese situation in your last two years on your
tour?

WILLIAMS: I was not necessarily optimistic, but I certainly was not pessimistic. I thought that
the situation was under control and that it could be kept under control, because I had a great deal
of faith in the people that I was working with, especially U.S. military advisors, both officers and
NCO's being furnished me. I had a great deal of faith in the Vietnamese leadership in the form of
President [Ngo Dinh] Diem and his secretary of defense, his various secretaries of state and so
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forth. And I thought that they would come out of it, that they would come out of it in time.

Q: 1 think, in fact, you said in a letter to Senator [Mike] Mansfield that you thought after 1960
South Vietnam might even be able to reduce its defense budget. But in 1964--and I'm referring
again to the interview that you gave to the U. S. News and World Report-- you said that when
you left Vietnam in September of 1960, that the situation bordered on the critical due to a loss of
good relations between USOM [United States Operations Mission], the embassy, on one hand
and Diem on the other hand. In what sense was the situation critical when you left?

WILLIAMS: Well, I don't know exactly how to explain that to you. To me, it was critical
because there was not good relationship between the presidency and the Americans in general in
Vietnam with MAAG [Military Assistance Advisory Group] excepted. The President was
making complaints about the Ambassador personally; he was making complaints about the CIA;
he was making complaints about USOM. On the other hand, the people at the embassy, the
people in USOM--I'm talking about the leaders of those people, not the Indians doing the work,
but the leaders--were making complaints about the presidency and about any other government
official whose name happened to come up, and in my opinion, the situation was such that if there
was not some change made, that it could become severely critical. And I was right in that,
because it did become--

Q. Can we take those a little in detail? Now you saw that Diem was complaining about the
mission and about the CIA, for example. What sort of complaints was he making?

WILLIAMS: Well, he was complaining because USOM would not do anything about helping
them with a Civil Guard. That's one thing. Any project that he wanted to carry out, such as
resettling people and things of that nature, they would buck him on it. For instance, he wanted to
take people out of the Delta where they were packed in as tight as they could be, and put those
people up in the Highlands on farms.

Farming was what they were doing down in the Delta. And personally, I thought it was right. I
thought if he could settle that Highland area with good substantial Vietnamese and each man
own his own land, that it would be a good bulwark against communist inroads. His idea was that
every man, every head of family, that went up there was going to have two or three hundred
acres, and the government was going to sell him that land and give him either six or seven years
to pay for it. I couldn't think of anything better. USOM said no. If they moved anyone up there
they had to move them up and put them on the outskirts of any cities that were there, in other
words, merely enlarge the cities. Well, Diem's reply to counter that was, that's just making larger
cities up there; it's not cultivating the countryside nor it's not sowing a good yeomanry through
the country. Those kind of things.

Some of the villages he started to build in the Delta area. There was a tax on those people to help
build the villages. He asked me one time what I thought about people down there that couldn't
pay their tax. I asked, could they work? And he said yes, and I said all right, will you consider
this: why can't a man work out his tax? I said, as a child in Denton, Texas in the United States of
America, they had road taxes, and I presume they still do. But in my day and time, if people
didn't have cash money handy, and the county had some roads to build, a man and his team of
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horses or mules and scraper or wagon would come, and they would work under county
supervision and build roads. I said there was nothing degrading about that; a man was working
out his taxes. I said, hell, everybody did it. All right, now he started to apply that to the Delta
area. Immediately he was accused by embassy and USOM of using slave labor.

Q: Were these the agrovilles?

WILLIAMS: That's right, the agrovilles, I think that was the name. They said, look, Diem's
trying to do this with slave labor. I said what the hell's slavery about it? A man's working out his
taxes. If he has money, he doesn't have to do that if he doesn't want to. He can work or he can
pay his taxes with money. He can do either one he wants to do. Diem put out an ordinance ruling
or dictating, or whatever the proper term is, that no person could own over two hundred and fifty
acres of land. There were some people, some Vietnamese, that owned large estates--two and
three thousand acres--and they used Vietnamese farmers to farm that land as sharecroppers. But
the farmer's share was very small. American sharecroppers wouldn't put up with that. I'd seen
sharecroppers in the United States as a child, and had observed them, and after I got grown
realized they were getting the short end of the stick.

Well, immediately the large landowners--a man owning two or three thousand acres of land--
looked with a dim view on the government taking all of his land except two hundred and fifty
acres, although he was reimbursed for what the government took. He looked with a dim view on
that, because then he would shortly in years to come, or his family, would fail to be millionaires
or multi-millionaires, and be ordinary, moderate citizens.

Q: Were these larger estates primarily Delta estates?

WILLIAMS: They were, yes. Now, Diem would be opposed in anything like that that he brought
up. It didn't make any difference what it was, someone would up and say, "Well, that little son of
a bitch can't do this."

Q: Is that the term that they used?

WILLIAMS: That was the term they often use. And I objected to that very strongly. I said,
"Don't you know"--speaking to these senior U.S. people in the country team meeting--"that using
language like that is going to leak and get back to the President of this country and to his various
and sundry people, Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State and so on and so forth." "Oh, no, no
one's going to repeat anything like that." And I said, "The hell they won't. You can believe it, and
on top of that, what good does it do to always be abusing a person? It's going to cost you money,
it's going to cost you prestige. It's going to cost you the ability to work.

I was totally disregarded; they kept on doing that. That irritated me terribly because first of all, I
thought a great deal of President Diem; I thought that he was doing a good job, as good as he
could possibly do. And I thought that our purpose was to give him as much help as possible, and
if we thought he was going wrong in this or that to nudge him politely to get him to change ideas
instead of saying flatly "you can't do this" or "you can't do that."
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Q: Who, primarily, would you say were the chief offenders in this way, in the USOM?

WILLIAMS: I'd say it'd have to be the chief, because I think most take their line of conduct from
their chief. All Indians in USOM were not anti-Diem.

Q: So you think Ambassador [Elbridge] Durbrow, for example.

WILLIAMS: Well, as far as the embassy was concerned, certainly it was the Ambassador as he
is responsible for the embassy and his staff.

Q: I'll ask a question about him a little later, but we can get into that. So you felt that
relationships were what was critical?

WILLIAMS: Yes.
Q: In 1960. Not the security situation, necessarily?

WILLIAMS: No, I thought that mainly the critical situation revolved around the relationship
between the American civilian officialdom in Vietnam and the Vietnamese officials.

You see, another thing that convinced me of that--I was having no trouble, my officers were
having no trouble with our Vietnamese counterparts in army, navy or air force. We had our
differences, we had our arguments, but nothing to cause a person to be mad about it five minutes
after the conversation ended.

Q: That reminds me of something you mentioned last time, which was that your relationship with
the senior officers was so good, they were so open with you, that when talk of a coup would come
up, they had no hesitation about discussing this in front of you, and you were able to influence
them to go along this line.

WILLIAMS: That is correct.

Q: But it occurs to me that we didn't mention what was behind such talk. Why would they be
discussing a coup at all, what was their reason?

WILLIAMS: I was never too sure about that, but some times there was talk of coup, around
campfires and there was a lot of it on the radio, international radio. They would say, "Well,
Hanoi Radio says such and such. French Radio says such and such." I don't know whether they
ever quoted American radio, Voice of America or anything like that. I don't remember that. I
think those broadcasts instigated, and on top of that, you want to remember that the officer corps
was primarily French oriented--they were Vietnamese second. The senior officers had served in
the French army, either in the Colonial army or in the Regular army. They were educated by the
French, if they had any education. And the French didn't like Diem. He had literally thrown them
out of the country. Just a lot of French-oriented people were talking against the Vietnamese
government.
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On top of that, they were rather young and what else did they have to do if they couldn't do other
things but sit around the campfire and bitch about something. I've seen the same thing in the
American army, except I haven't heard anyone in the American army sit around and bitch about
having a coup d'etat. But they bitched about the CG, they bitched about the commissary, they
bitched about supply, they bitched about the Adjutant General, and you name it, and the
American army officers will sit around and bitch about it. Nothing serious, you understand. Well,
they were doing the same thing, except these generals and colonels were mostly younger--they
were younger than the average colonel in the American army at that time.

Q: And these were the top-ranking Vietnamese officers.

WILLIAMS: They were the top-ranking, yes. For instance, Big [Duong Van] Minh who later
became the instigator of the coup d'etat--the man who had Diem murdered--he'd been a first
lieutenant in the French army, colonial army. Don, who was next to Minh--

Q: Is this Tran Van Don?

WILLIAMS: Yes. He'd been lieutenant or captain in the French army. Tran Van Don had been
aide-de-camp to Emperor Bao Dai. You could go right down the line. Some of them had been
born in France, some of them had been educated in France. Some of them had merely been with
the French army. General Ty, who was the oldest and a senior, and very likely the least efficient
of all, had been a sergeant in the Colonial army and had even gone to World War I in a truck
transportation corps. I ran into them in World War I on one occasion. We called them at that
time, solder vernacular, I don't know what the correct name is, we called them Annamite. I
remember one time that I was sent to find one of the battalions in my regiment that had failed to
get where they were to go, and I ran into one of these truck companies, and there was one of
these what I now know to have been a Vietnamese officer in the leading truck. When I talked to
him, he couldn't understand me, but he asked me what kind of insignia was painted on the door
of the trucks of the convoy that our soldiers were riding in. He showed me some dragon or some
damn thing like that that was painted on the door of his truck. Well, I didn't know, but if I'd
known that, he could have told me where that column of trucks were, presumably.

But old General Ty had been a sergeant in France in that outfit. He came back and was an officer
in the Vietnamese army under the French at the time that the Japanese came in. When he found
out--he told me he was a battalion commander by that time--that the Japanese were really fixing
to take over from the Vichy French and not collaborate with them like they had heretofore, he
warned his battalion. He said they were out in a field at- t~he time. He told his troops such and
such is going to happen, and said, "I think now it's every man for himself. I'm going to the
jungle." He told me he took off, and said his whole damn battalion just disappeared.

When the French got back, after Great Britain and the United States gave Vietnam back to the
French after World War 11, Ty came out of hiding, Big Minh came out of hiding, the rest of them
who had been hiding came out. Big Minh was arrested, put in jail, and the French were going to
court-martial him, but they didn't probably because of his association with a man who later
became vice president, a man by the name of [Nguyen Ngoc] Tho, T-H-O.
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Big Minh told me about being in the French prison, and the way he described it, it was terrible.
He said they were packed in there in what later became known in our literature as tiger cages,
and he said he couldn't sit down or lie down. It was crowded in there, and [he] said there was no
place to defecate. He said there was urine and feces on the floor ankle deep when he was finally
gotten out. I said, "How the hell did you get out?" He said, "Mr. Tho got out, and after he got
out, he got me out." The French still held desertion over him, though. They threatened to court
martial him, but they didn't.

Now that was the type background of some of these people. Each one of them had a different
background, and that's the reason they couldn't be taken as a group. You had to know each one as
well as you could and figure him out. Now with Major General [Huu] Xuan, X-U-A-N, that led
the detail that went down to the church in Cholon to get Diem and his brother and bring them
back after they had surrendered by phone. He'd been in the French G-2. And at one time when [
commented about this officer and asked Diem why he didn't give him more responsibility, Diem
apparently had a gut feeling this man was no good, and it turned out he wasn't. Diem told me,
"That man was a G-2, French army." And added, "Once a G-2 in the French army, always a G-2
in the French Army." Well, what he referred to was the Intelligence Section.

So they had all kinds of backgrounds, and you ask, now what would cause them to do this?
Maybe boredom? If nothing else, maybe just to see what my reaction would be. I don't know.

Q: Now, some authorities say that one of the sources of disagreement in this area involving the
embassy was that the embassy believed generally that Diem's problems, wherever they may have
been in the country, resulted from his gradual loss of political clout, of authority, that he was
alienating too many people in the country, and they advocated therefore certain reforms which
Diem didn't want to carry out, and that the military argued that making Diem act against his will
would cause him to lose face and only aggravate the situation. Do you recall an argument along
those lines?

WILLIAMS: At the moment I can't say that I do. It doesn't sound mysterious to me because the
whole thing began to turn into a can of worms, there's no doubt about that. But what they were
referring to as the reforms, I haven't any idea. It sounded like a lot of hindsight talking to me.

Q: Did you have any specific advice to Diem about how to handle the insurgency, for example?
What were your ideas on what was behind the growing acts of terror in the countryside?

WILLIAMS: I certainly had advice to him about handling the insurgency. What was behind it
was nothing to me except a bunch of people that were reds, communists, that were just
attempting to take over the country. That's all there was to it.

Q. But where were they coming from? Were these infiltrated communists, do you think, or had
they been left behind from before?

WILLIAMS: I thought and still believe the hard core of them, the leaders, were from the North.

When the North and the South divided, we know that almost a million people came down from
the North to the South, and General Mike O'Daniel honchoed most of that.
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Q: Yes, we talked about that last time. That's right.

WILLIAMS: There were certain numbers of them, but very few, that left the South and went
North. Now, one group of those people, several hundred and I don't know exactly how many--I
say several hundred because that's the figure I have in my mind--were stopped short of the
border and were held by the North Vietnamese for several months. And all the young men in that
group then were married to Vietnamese girls that lived in that vicinity. Now, when they went
ahead and moved on further north, the husbands went but the girls were not allowed to go. So
that put these young men who had been born and raised in the South but had sympathy toward
the communists, moving up into the North, but their wives and any children that were coming on
were living back down South. Well, now this might seem far-fetched, but to me it wasn't far-
fetched at all when that was told to me, because knowing the tremendous loyalty in the
Vietnamese family which comes first--the family comes first, the State second, then the Church
about third--but the family comes first of all. Those men were going to come back to the South to
get their wives and their children. That gave them a perfect bed to come back to and an area to
come back to after being thoroughly indoctrinated in the North and then to spread from there out
throughout the country.

Q: Now, if [ read you right, what you're saying is that these men, and men like them, formed the
cadre who organized and directed the insurgency. Am I reading you properly on this?

WILLIAMS: That's right.

Q. Now, most authorities would agree with that, I think. Most of the people that I have read
would certainly agree with it. Where they disagree some time is where did the followers come
from and what motivated the followers that these cadre organized and got together? What is
your opinion about that?

WILLIAMS: I think it's not too big a question. First of all, this thing that I just related here, of
course I had no personal knowledge of that, that was merely told me by the Vietnamese how they
kept those people there for a while and married and then they took the men on and left their
wives and families back. That of course came to me just by hearsay.

Now, where did the followers come from? It's not too hard to understand. Your hard-core Viet
Cong came down from the North, and they'd start prying around these villages, and they would
try to get help from the villages because they had to have food, they had to have money support,
they had to have places to hide and so on and so forth. Now, they would come into a village that
was just as innocent, more so, than a little town in Texas or Louisiana and they'd say, "All right,
we want help. We want assistance. We want food, we want a place to hide, we want money, we
want some piasters" and so on and so forth. People would say, "Nothing doing." And they'd say
"Fine." And later they'd come back at night, they'd pick out the head man, what we would call
the mayor, his wife and then his children, and when the people got up the next morning, there
would be a stake or something of that nature standing up in the main street of the town, and there
would be the mayor's head on it, his body down at the bottom of it, and very likely his wife's
body also. If she was pregnant, she'd be gutted, her baby out, and by that time maybe the hogs
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had started working on them.

Now, just a few things like that, and you've got some innocent farmers that don't know very
much, except how to work in a rice field, and the next time some man comes in and he says, "I
want some piasters, | want a place to hide, and I want you to do this, that and the other," they're
going to hesitate a hell of a long time before they say, "No, no way." I hate to think it could
happen here, but I tell you, I believe that a small town in the United States could be intimidated,
some town, just as well as you could intimidate some villages in Vietnam. They had no
communication, there's few telephone lines, the roads were very poor. If anyone went from one
place to another, they walked, or they rode a bicycle. Yes, those things could happen, and in that
way a man, an outfit could build up a very good following.

Now, I know that these things, the instances like this did happen. We'll take a Civil Guard
detachment that's out here guarding a bridge, or something of that nature. I relate this as positive
facts of things that happened. Maybe a half dozen Viet Cong would come, and tell these guards,
"we want you to surrender." It'd be always in the night, see. And they’d say, "No, we won't
surrender." Remember they are around the bridge or around a little old building that they're
guarding or something of that nature, and their wives and their children are living there in little
shacks, and I'm talking about really shacks, something you can throw up in fifteen minutes.
They're carrying old 1898 French rifles, and the ammunition for it will fire and some of it won't.
They said, "No, we won't surrender." Maybe they've got a corporal or a sergeant in charge.
Hadn't as much training as a good Boy Scout in the United States.

The V.C. come back the next night, they stop at the nearest village, they round up all the
villagers. Say there's a hundred villagers. They put them in a column of two's and march them
down the road. They don't march them up close to this little fort. They'll march them up within a
hundred yards of it maybe, it's dark. They order, halt, start shouting and hollering. They do. The
Viet Cong goes back to this little outpost and says, "You're completely surrounded. I've got two
or three hundred troops here. We're going to put you to the sword, we're going to kill you and
your women and children if you don't surrender now. Are you going to surrender or not
surrender?" And the guards say, "Boy, come on in."

Now, those things happened repeatedly. I used to complain about that and wanting to do
something with the Civil Guard and give them some kind of training and equipment. I said, it's
beyond this argument about who is going to train the Civil Guard. Someone's got to train them,
someone's got to equip them, someone's got to organize them, because incidents like this happen,
and I related instances of that nature. I was able to say this happened at such-and-such a place at
such-and-such an hour on such-and-such a night. I'd have the information right at my fingertips,
and today I'm talking in generalities, and I don't have details of times and places. I'd say, now as
soon as that happened, these V.C. can go back to their villages and say, "Look, you think the
government of Vietnam is defending you? Look what we just did. We just knocked off this outfit
up here on this bridge, we just knocked off this outfit over here on this radio station." And I said
the natives will believe it. "They're not knocking them off, they're using their own Vietnamese
villagers to do it under the cover of darkness." So that's actually digging the foundation right out
from under the Vietnamese government. Our officials couldn't see it, or didn't want to see it. Or
simply were afraid to face facts.
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Q: What was their explanation?

WILLIAMS: None.

Q: They just didn't accept your explanation.

WILLIAMS: Didn't accept it. Often claimed I'd been misinformed.
Q: So terror was a very effective weapon?

WILLIAMS: Very effective. And not only they didn't accept it, but I had long since started
working through the Vietnamese military to have them give me a report, as well as they could, of
any time any incident of this type that I have just discussed happened. Say, once a week I'd take
a consolidated report like that and I'd take it to a country team meeting, and I'd say "All right,
now, here's the information I have as to what terrorist activities have happened during the last
seven days, which we're not doing anything about and we're keeping the Vietnamese from doing
anything about," and I'd read the report. They wouldn't accept them. They'd say, "Let us have
that data, and we'll check it through our sources." They'd come back a week or fourteen days
later and they'd say, "Our sources don't jibe with yours."

Q: What were their sources, do you have any idea?

WILLIAMS: No. And I'd say, "Well, why do you think the Vietnamese military gave me reports
like this?" They'd say, "They're trying to pull the wool over your eyes. They' re doing that to get
more military aid." I said, "They're not getting any military aid at all for the Civil Guard or Self-
Defense Corps. This has nothing to do with military aid. This is what's going on in the
countryside that the army has no control over, and no one else has any control over because the
Civil Guard's supposed to be sitting on these places."

I was just hitting a stone wall.

Q: Were your people, your American people in the field corroborating some of these stories?

WILLIAMS: Oh, yes. However, they couldn't corroborate all of them, because maybe there
wouldn't be an American within miles of one of these places.

Q: Some people say that in addition to terror, the Viet Cong had another ace in the hole, and
that was the business of land reform. You've touched on land reform already, you mentioned
Diem's program. Some of Diem's critics say that the problem is that Diem didn't follow through
on the land reform program, that is, that there was a program, all right, but that not nearly
enough land actually changed hands. Not enough landless peasants wound up with some land.
Did you have any insight into that?

WILLIAMS: I wouldn't know about numbers.

Q: It wasn't your business to check on that?
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WILLIAMS: No. The only thing I would know about that would be in the conversation with
Diem he might casually mention, "Well, we've settled so many people at such-and- such a place
or in such-and-such an area." But, you see, so many times when Diem would bring up a thing
like that you just spoke about, I'd caution him by saying, "Mr. President, you know I have great
sympathy with what you're doing, but I have no control over those things. I have none
whatsoever," and I said, "Odd as it may seem to you, that's entirely the civilian, American
civilians are handling that business, and anytime I even bring up the subject, they often take
offense that I am bold enough to bring it up."

Q: Why would they take offense?
WILLIAMS: Because they'd say it was none of my business.

Q: I see. So why was Diem bringing it up to you, then? He was a smart man, he knew you
couldn't do anything, I suspect. Why?

WILLIAMS: I don't know, unless he knew that I was trying to get those things back to report
through military channels, which I would, and he very likely knew that I was trying to defend
him before the other Americans. Those people were pretty smart; I think they knew what was
going on. I'm not so awful sure that there weren't American civilians that would tell Diem, or if
not Diem but members of the Vietnamese government, many things that--in other words, I don't
believe that all people in USOM were in sympathy with what USOM was doing. I'm not so
awful sure that all people in the embassy were in sympathy with what the ambassador wanted to
do. I'm not sure of that.

Q: We've mentioned a lot about Diem. Do you have any recollections or any opinions to share
with us about his brother, [Ngo Dinh] Nhu? We hear an awful lot about him after 1960, that he
was sort of the real bad guy--

WILLIAMS: He was the man that wore the black hat to hear the Americans tell it. My
relationship with Nhu was very, very scant. He didn't speak English, and I didn't speak French.
Certainly not enough to carry on a conversation with him. I had very, very little contact with
him-,some, not much. I must say I had more contact with Mrs. Nhu, and that was very limited,
than I did with Mr. Nhu. But a certain group of Americans considered Nhu as the black-hatted
guy, and they objected to the political party that he organized--

Q: That was the Can Lao, wasn't it?

WILLIAMS: That’s right. Can Lao? Yes, as I recall that was the name of it. And I don’t know
whether that was a labor union, or if it was anti-labor union or exactly what it was, but it was a
political party that the President did not belong to because I asked him flat out. I asked, “Are you
a member of the Can Lao Party?” He said, “I am not, and I have nothing to do with it.” He said,
“My brother is with the Can Lao Party.” He may have been the dastardly villain that the
Americans, some Americans, made him out to be, but I doubt it. Neither do I think Madame Nhu
was the dragon lady that she was painted to be, not by any manner or means.
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Q: She became rather famous for making certain statements to the press later on, and the one
that sticks in my mind at this time for some reason is that after 1963, she went on record as
saying that the Americans were to blame for it all. Somehow, it was all our fault. How did that
strike you, when she said that?

WILLIAMS: Well, first of all, I wasn't so awful sure she said that, if she was correctly quoted.
Was this after Diem and her husband were murdered? I'd like to go back just a little bit.

Q: All right.

WILLIAMS: Madame Nhu spoke English, and she was a very, very attractive woman, and a lot
of people were mesmerized by her beauty. I wasn't because I was totally indifferent to her, and
why I don't know, but I just was. I engaged her in conversation, she engaged me in conversation,
and she used to take me to task for things, occasionally. For instance, | remember one time she
invited me to a house party she and Mr. Nhu were having down on the coast, and I declined.

Q: Was this in Saigon?

WILLIAMS: No, the house party was down on the coast someplace. I declined and later the
President invited me to the same party, and I accepted. And the first time she saw me, which was
at the party, she said, "I invited you to this party and you declined, and the President invited you
and you accepted." I said, "Well, what the hell do you expect me to do?" (Laughter) "Of course |
accepted when the President invited me. That didn't mean I wanted to come." But nevertheless,
we'd have arguments like that.

But now I'm really drawing on my imagination, because there's several things I told the President
that he did long after I was gone that may have been good and may not have been. I told him one
time that I thought he should send someone to the United States to give the Vietnamese side, his
side of the problems that were going on. And I said, "Someone who's thoroughly familiar with
them." All right, he sent Madame Nhu. She got over here and the press started tearing her to
pieces. I think maybe--now this may be egotism on my part, but I'm not too sure it is--I think
maybe Madame Nhu came to the United States because I told the President he should send
someone over here to give his side of the problem. Now, Madame Nhu's father was the
ambassador to the United States, and they were at cross-purposes.

Q: Do you know why?

WILLIAMS: Well, her father was anti-Diem, and I think he was pro-Bao Dai, but I'm not
positive. But I know that they were at cross-purposes, and I know that that worked out to her
disadvantage, and actually to serious disadvantage, because when she went to various and sundry
places, and the bills at those various and sundry hotels were sent to the Vietnamese Embassy in
Washington, which is common custom, the way it's done throughout the world, they were not
paid. So the American press didn't come back and say the Vietnamese ambassador refused to pay
Madame Nhu's bills, they came back and said, Madame Nhu jumped a hotel bill in Los Angeles.
I read that in the press myself. Well, hell, that woman's as honest as I am, she wouldn't jump a
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hotel bill. Then she was painted as the dragon lady and all that kind of stuff, which was terrible.
Among other things she organized women out there, she had a good women's club going there
that was getting to be almost nation-wide, and she had a hell of a lot of people in that thing, and I
think she was wielding a lot of power, as much power possibly as her husband, maybe more.

But she also had the Americans at a disadvantage either because of her good looks or because of
her sharp tongue or something. Very few of the foreigners would contradict or argue with her. I
was not one of them. I'd argue with her. Anytime she said something

I thought was wrong, I'd say, "You're just as wrong as you can be." Actually Mrs. Williams
would, too, because she and Mrs. Williams were fairly good friends, not very close friends, but
pretty good friends. I remember one time that they were up in Dalat. Mrs. Williams was visiting
her up in Dalat, which was a summer resort up in the hills. One of Madame Nhu's little boys
started whipping a dog with a bicycle chain, and Mrs. Williams told him to stop. He stopped.
Mrs. Nhu said, "Why should you stop my boy from whipping that dog with a bicycle chain?"
And Mrs. Williams, who was a dog lover and we always had dogs, said, "Because that's not the
way a child's supposed to do and you ought not to let your child do things like that." Well, I
doubt if there's anyone else in Southeast Asia who would ever talk to Madame Nhu that way. But
she liked it. I guess she liked it. She continued to have a pleasant relationship with us. But that's
not answering very much your question about Mr. Nhu.

Q: Well, you've told me what you recall, and that's what we're after. Let me get back to the
problems created by the growing terrorism or insurgency, whichever name you care to put on it.
Did we adopt any new policies by 1960 to deal with the problem of security in the countryside?
WILLIAMS: You mean as a nation? You mean MAAG?

Q: I mean MAAG in Vietnam. Wasn't there a counter-insurgency plan or something of that
nature?

WILLIAMS: Yes.

Q: What was the nature of it?

WILLIAMS: I can't remember the details of that.

Q: Were there special counter-guerrilla units formed?
WILLIAMS: No. If so I can't remember them at this late date.

Q: Okay. Speaking of that, do you remember when the Ranger Battalions first made their
appearance in Vietnam, the South Vietnamese Ranger Battalions?

WILLIAMS: I'd say along about 1957 or 1958. I'm guessing. I'd like to say something of that
nature about these special detachments.
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Q: All right.

WILLIAMS: I mentioned that in this U.S. News and World Report business. I was told to
organize, train, and equip the Vietnamese army, navy, and air force, and their marines, and their
paratroopers. The marines came in as part of the navy and the paratroopers as part of the army.
Now to do that, I had to have some kind of organization, because an American army, as you well
know from your own army experience, cannot requisition equipment unless you requisition
against an approved Table of Organization and Equipment. All right, the Vietnamese had none.
So anything that I was getting from the United States I was either begging, borrowing or stealing
it, and I was finally told, "All right, you've got to have more formal tables of organization and
equipment out there for us to work against. I said, "Fine, that suits me fine. That gives me talking
points with the Vietnamese."

So, taking this up with the President and the Secretary of Defense right straight on down, I told
them what was necessary and of course they accepted my word for it. I said, "I want to form a
Board of army officers who have had experience." Some had had some combat experience at
least. Some had administrative experience, and to determine, through this board, through trial
and error, tests, and things of that nature a proper Table of Organization and Equipment for their
army to start with. So that's what we did.

Q: Is this when you first formed the first Vietnamese division, the eight thousand men--

WILLIAMS: No, Mike O'Daniel had done that without any table of organization or anything
else. He'd just taken anything he could find because the French had little detachments here, there,
and yon. Nothing bigger than a battalion, and he'd just thrown those people together the best way
he could. He was just like marching through mud, he was having a terrible time because that's
the way the conditions were. I was a little bit better off because he'd done a certain amount of
preliminary work.

Anyway, we formed this Board and we finally came up with what I called a Vietnamese division,
and I worked with the Board, not directed them or anything of that nature, but nudged them this
way and that when they were going off on tangents. And [I] told them we wanted a division that
could work in the jungle, in the swamps, in the mountains, those were the main terrain features,
and I didn't want a Japanese division, nor an American division, nor a Korean division nor
anything else. [ wanted a Vietnamese division that could be theirs. So that's what we got. Now,
those divisions were built so they could be broken right on down as far as companies and
platoons. Some people that didn't know any better later said, "All right, General Williams and his
people organized the Vietnamese division like an American division." Well we didn't do any
damn such a thing, and if anyone had taken the trouble to take a Table of Organization of a
Vietnamese division and look at, they could see that it didn't resemble an American division as
much as it might resemble the Japanese or the Korean division. Actually the supply was based on
the Korean labor force type, so what in the world do they call those people up in Korea that the
Koreans had with their army up there-

Q: Katusas?
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WILLIAMS: Katusas, yes. No, wait a minute. Katusas were the soldiers that were with the
Americans. I'm talking about the men that carried those A-frames on their backs, that they had
instead of trucks. Korean Labor Corps? Or Korean Service Corps? Well, anyway, they had a
corps of those people. We used those people as examples when--those were those photographs I
saw with you the other day where we built things that looked like bicycles that had two hundred
and fifty pound loads on them. And the motor transportation amounted to nothing. Well, you
could break those down to squad, platoon, companies--any size you wanted to, to go after
guerrillas or to fight a set-piece battle. There's nothing wrong with that organization, and any
military people to this day will admit there's nothing wrong with it, and as a matter of fact, there
was no change made in that organization as far as I know as long as American military were in
Vietnam, and up until 1970--when did we come out, 1972, wasn't it something like that?

Q: We came out in 1972, I believe.

WILLIAMS: Yes. They made no changes in the Vietnamese Table of Organization all during
that time. So there wasn't anything wrong with it, but people that didn't know wanted to do any
picking that they possibly could. The reason people were talking about Motor Divisions was
because these "stringers" that would come in there and write foolish things, they'd see a parade in
the city of Saigon, for instance, and the Vietnamese would pull in every old tank they had, every
half-truck, bulldozer, anything else that would run, they'd put that in the parade down the street
and people would look at that and say, "My God, here's a motorized division." Well, it wasn't
any more a motorized division than I've got a motorized division sitting here in my carport. The
stringers just didn't know.

But it's easy to pick, pick. A few days ago we saw a headline here in the San Antonio papers:
"Navy Goes to San Salvador." You pick that up and read it. Then you read they'd sent down five
goddamned sailors to help the San Salvadoran people learn how to run the motors on those motor
boats that they had. But there's a headline two inches high: "U.S. Navy to San Salvador." You
might not remember it, but I can tell you that type of reporting was going on back in 1957, 1958,
1959, 1960 and right on through. It was just terrible. What did the U.S. press have to gain?

Q: But you read about it, it sounds like gunboat diplomacy all over again.

WILLIAMS: Absolutely. Now, there's talk about advisors. Someone wrote me a letter the other
day and said, "We'd like to have your opinion on the advisors to San Salvador. Isn't that the way
we started in Vietnam?" My answer to that was advisors in Vietnam didn't cause the war; they
had nothing to do with the war. I stayed there until 1960, the war didn't break out until sometime
after Diem was overthrown in 1963. I think it broke out in 1965. Well, American advisors didn't
cause that war. It was American policy that caused the war indirectly. American policy in
overthrowing Ngo Dinh Diem. And we know that's recorded history now. No question about it.
But here an intelligent person writes and said "Isn't this the way we got started in Vietnam, by
sending advisors?" Well, memory is short, and historical memory, and you're getting to be a
historian, or are a historian, and you know that as well or better than I do.

Q: In this Table of Organization which you developed with much agonizing and soul- searching
and so on, where do the Ranger Battalions fit into this organization?
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WILLIAMS: I don't remember that detail. But [ know that the Vietnamese wanted Ranger
Battalions.

Q: This was a Vietnamese idea, then, the Ranger Battalions?

WILLIAMS: Oh, yes, as I recall.

Q: I see. What purpose were they supposed to serve?

WILLIAMS: Oh, the Americans had them.

Q: I don't understand.

WILLIAMS: America had Rangers just like we've got right now. So the V.N. want them.
Q: I see, I see. Did you agree with--

WILLIAMS: I didn't argue with them about it. As long as it didn't bother going ahead with the
organization of the division. You just can't have everything your way, you know.

Q: I see.
WILLIAMS: The U.S. Green Berets have a great deal of glamor about them.
Q: When were they introduced? When did they start coming in?

WILLIAMS: I don't know, but I tell you the first U.S. batch that came in there almost got us in
trouble. This was done almost without my knowledge; in other words, someone had set it up, and
it had not been the Vietnamese. But someone wanted one of our Ranger Battalions, or one of our
Green Beret Battalions, I'll call them, that was up in Okinawa, they wanted them to have some
training in Vietnam.

Q: Was that what they called a C team, do you remember that designation? I think that's the
higher headquarters of a special forces detachment, that's the largest detachment. But that may
be a later development, [ may be getting ahead of things.

WILLIAMS: Could have been. But anyway, this was instigated by someone other than the
Vietnamese, because the Vietnamese came to me and said the Americans want to bring a
battalion of the Green Berets in.

Q: What Americans now?

WILLIAMS: He didn't say. As far as I know, it was someone in Washington or Hawaii. Not our

advisors. They wanted to do this for training, and I said okay. But we must remember that at that
time we were under a terrible handicap, because we had only four hundred and forty-two
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advisors which we had when the Geneva accords were signed, or adopted--we never did sign
them. So this International Control Commission made up of the Poles, the Canadians and the
Indians always checked very closely any additions we had to MAAG, and we had to defend
every one of them. You bring in one extra typist, you had to defend it as though you were
bringing in two combat teams. I said, "How are you going to get by with this business?" They
said, "Oh, we're going to bring them in over the beaches." I said, "Okay. Where do we want to
put them?" "Oh, in such-and-such a place." Now all this had been arranged, not through MAAG.

Q: What did they mean by over the beaches? Did they mean under cover of night, or...
WILLIAMS: That's right. They were going to land in rowboats or motor boats.
Q: Okay. A tactical landing.

WILLIAMS: That's right. Come in over the beaches. No ships in sight. Okay. Now that was
done, and this was going to be kept a great secret. So they brought in this battalion, and they
coiled up there in the hills, over on the east coast.

Q: Do you remember about where that was?
WILLIAMS: Oh, I'd say it was up around that enormous big bay up there.
Q: Cam Ranh?

WILLIAMS: Cam Ranh Bay, yes. Close to Cam Ranh Bay. And the Vietnamese were going to
work with them, and the Vietnamese detailed some of their troops to work with them, say, a
battalion or a couple of companies, something like that. All this was in great secrecy, and I knew
that if anything happened and the secrecy was broken that I was going to have a terrible lot of
trouble with the Control Commission made up of the Indians and the Canadians and the Poles.
And I was having plenty of trouble with those people anyway. So about the first thing that
happened after the battalion had landed they took a half a dozen or so of these Green Berets and
they put them in an automobile or a truck and moved them by road down towards, and in the
general direction of Saigon, but only, oh, say, about ten or twelve miles from where the battalion
was coiled in the hills. And turned them loose and said your compass direction is such-and-such,
now go through the jungles and get back to your battalion.

Q: Strictly a training exercise?

WILLIAMS: Strictly a training exercise. In a few days, word came to me, "We can't find our
people." I said, "What do you mean you can't find them?" They then explained to me what had
happened, you see? And I said, "Well, I'll find them for you." So I got some Vietnamese soldiers,
or officers, in that vicinity, and I said, "There's some Americans lost in these damn jungles
between here and the coast and God knows where they are because they've got compasses, and
they're supposed to be able to navigate--all you got to do is march straight east and you will
come to the coast anyway." And the Vietnamese went in and found them. The goddamned Green
Berets had gotten lost. Ten miles from the coast. So help me! Then I began to get skeptical about
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these people.

So the next thing that happened, I got information that there'd been a terrible accident out there,
and so I got there as quickly as I could. You see, I was staying away from all this stuff, because I
wanted to be--if the Commission had said anything to me about it, I'd have said, "Gentlemen,
what the hell are you talking about?" See? And the Vietnamese government theoretically were,
too, because all this was under cover. I went out there, and there was a Vietnamese officer dead,
there was an American captain dead, of the Green Berets, there was an American warrant officer
with one arm gone, and that was just about it.

I said, "What the hell happened?" Well, here's what happened as they explained it to me. We had
a convoy moving down the road, and we had certain Vietnamese here and we were teaching
them how to handle a convoy, and so a fire fight started, simulated, and they wanted to add a
little bit of zest to it, so they had some sticks of dynamite. Now, these people are sitting around
an open fire, and they'd light one of these sticks of dynamite with the fuse on, and they'd throw it
like that, and exploding it, imitating artillery fire. Now, that's like a state fair in Texas in 1914.
Two militia companies having a sham battle. To my mind, that's what it sounded like. What
happened, the warrant officer threw one stick of dynamite and it failed to go where he wanted it
to, and it killed an American captain. It also knocked off his own arm, and it did this other
damage.

Hell, I said, the soup's certainly in the fire. But I didn't know how much so, but how we got out
of it I don't know, because a few days later--of course they evacuated these people and then later
evacuated the battalion. They pulled out again over the beaches. A little bit later, I saw or was
sent, rather, a clipping out of a newspaper that was published in Okinawa that said Captain so-
and-so, and gave his name, his organization and so forth, was killed during an exercise in
Vietnam on such-and-such a day by a premature explosion of a stick of dynamite. Now, if the
Viet Cong or Hanoi had been smart enough to be reading the newspapers, they would have
wondered "Now, why was this captain of this Green Beret outfit that's stationed in Okinawa,
what the hell is he doing in Vietnam with a stick of dynamite?" You see? It gave away the whole
show. Now, if Hanoi picked it up I don't know because I never heard a word about it, I didn't
hear anything about it from the International Control Commission, no Vietnamese ever said
anything to me about it, and no American ever said anything to me about it to this day.

Q. Now, something occurs to me. You said that these Green Berets were primarily on a training
MisSion.

WILLIAMS: That was my understanding.

Q: Was it their training or the South Vietnamese?
WILLIAMS: Their training.

Q: Their training.

WILLIAMS: As far as I was concerned, or as far as I was told.

221



Q: Now, you may not know the answer to this, but it occurs to me that this is a legitimate
question. Why send them to Vietnam where all the problems which you have mentioned exist?
Why not send them to the Philippines where you don't have an International Control
Commission?

WILLIAMS: That would be a good question, wouldn't it?
Q: Same terrain, isn't it?
WILLIAMS: Yes. I haven't the slightest, foggiest idea.

Q: All right. Were you there when the Special Forces came in to stay, then? I think this is in
1960. 1 think this is in the spring and summer of 1960.

WILLIAMS: I can't remember but it must have been after my departure on 1 September 1960.
Q: Okay. Can you think of any other important developments in that last nine months, eight or
nine months that you were in country? The reason I'm asking, I have seen reference in the
Pentagon Papers, one edition of them, which says that there was something called a counter-
insurgency plan, which was developed late 1959, early

1960, and that the Green Berets and the Ranger Battalions were involved in it. But I don't know
much more than that.

WILLIAMS: Well, my memory's just not that good.

Q: Okay, okay. Was your successor General [Lionel] McGarr?

WILLIAMS: Yes.

Q: Were you able to brief him before you left?

WILLIAMS: Oh, yes. He was there, oh, maybe ten or twelve, fifteen days before I left.

Q: What kind of a picture did you paint for him, as you can recall?

WILLIAMS: 1 laid everything flat out on the table.

Q. How did it look?

WILLIAMS: I didn't think it looked very well. I didn't know General McGarr. He had been the
commandant of the Command and General Staff College, I've been told, and I'd also been told
he'd been in the 3rd Division during World War II. So since Mike O'Daniel, my predecessor, had

commanded the 3rd Division in the latter stages of World War II, I wrote and asked Mike what
he could tell me about McGarr--I forgot his first name.
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Q: Lionel, I think.
WILLIAMS: Lionel McGarr. His nickname was "Split Head."
Q: Was that because he parted his hair in the middle?

WILLIAMS: That's what I was told. Mike O'Daniel wrote back and he said, "He's the best
regimental commander I ever knew in combat." So, the Vietnamese were of course probing me,
who's going to take your place and so and so forth, and I said, "I don't know this officer," but I
said, "General O'Daniel tells me he's the best regimental commander he ever knew, and so he
must be pretty good, because General O'Daniel was a hell of a good division commander." So
that was the only thing I could tell them, and I just told McGarr everything that I knew that was
going on. That's where I left it with him. I was told later that General McGarr didn't like things
the way he found them, and that surprised me, but then I was told that that was not unusual
because that was his method of operation. Any outfit he went into he always took it apart and put
it back together according to his own ideas, some people do that.

I hadn't put the two things together, but while he was commandant of the Command and General
Staff College, I had sent back to the United States to the Command and General Staff College a
few Vietnamese general officers. I was told later, much later, much later, several years later, that
Diem had possibly developed an idea that some of his officers who had gone to school at the
Command and General Staff College when McGarr was there as commandant, had gone in
collusion with McGarr as to a coup d'etat. I thought to myself that's ridiculous, because knowing
the Vietnamese officers as well as I did, I didn't believe any of them would be bold enough to go
to a stranger, an American officer at the Command and General Staff school, and talk about a
coup d'etat that was not going to take place until four or five years later. It just didn't make sense.
Now of course, whether Diem actually thought that or ever expressed that opinion I don't know
because there's any number of things that I was told that Diem expressed an opinion on, later,
that I don't believe he did at all.

Q: What was your impression of General McGarr, or did you have a chance, really, to form
one?

WILLIAMS: I didn't have a chance to form any definite impression of him at all. I thought he
was very impatient to get started, and I could understand that. I tell you, I was so busy there at
the last, I didn't have the time to sit down and try to analyze my successor.

Q: Now, he didn't last nearly as long in that.

WILLIAMS: Oh, he didn't last at all.

Q: What was the scuttlebutt on that?

WILLIAMS: Well, of course, the only thing I can tell you is pure gossip, which I don't like to

participate in. I was told that he was relieved because of heart trouble. Now, whether he was or
not, I don't know. I was also told that things had gotten into very bad condition, and he possibly
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was relieved because Washington thought he wasn't getting along very well.
Q: With who? With the Vietnamese?

WILLIAMS: Well, certainly not with Diem. An officer told me that after a while it became
infrequent for him to be sent for to come to the Palace to talk with the President, and one time
after he hadn't been to the Palace for maybe a month, when the President sent for him, he asked
some of his staff, "What in the world will I talk to the President about?" Well, of course,
something had happened there, and I have no idea what it was, because it had not been unusual
for me to be at the Palace two or three times a week and anywhere from one to four hours at a
time, and talk about everything under the sun. So for the President to go for a month without
sending for the chief of MAAG, I just can't understand what the hell was going on.

Q: Something obviously was not right, is that your feeling?

WILLIAMS: There must not have been the close association there that Diem had with me.
Maybe it'd be a good idea to interview McGarr.

Q: We're going to try. We're going to try. We're going to try to get to General Harkins pretty
soon, too.

WILLIAMS: What'd you think about these other people? What about Major General Ruggles
and--?

Q: I've written them all letters.
WILLIAMS: What about this man here at 5th Army Headquarters?

Q: I don't remember that name.
(Interruption)
Now, you left country in September of 1960, is that correct?

WILLIAMS: First day of September, yes.

Q: And a couple of months later there was an attempted coup. It failed. What was your reaction
when you heard about that?

WILLIAMS: I thought it was ridiculous. The man who attempted to pull that coup was a
brigadier general or maybe a colonel at that time by the name of Tri--T-R-I--and he had
command of the paratroop brigade. It actually wasn't a brigade; he had about eight hundred
paratroopers. But they like to call it a brigade--well, in the American army today we've taken
every regiment of three battalions and we call it a brigade. I'm used to thinking about a brigade
as being two infantry regiments. But I thought the coup vas ridiculous, and I couldn't understand
why they let it go as far as it did.

Q: By "they," who do you mean?
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WILLIAMS: The Americans and the Vietnamese. I think that Tri--it's known now, or at least a
lot of people believe it to be true--that Tri, even if he didn't have any encouragement from the
Americans, nevertheless he found no opposition from them. For instance, there's a man by the
name of Gene Gregory and his wife who were Americans, and they ran a newspaper in Vietnam.

Q: Was that the Times [of Vietnam]?

WILLIAMS: The Vietnamese Times I think was the name of it. I know that he was out of the
country and she was there by herself; and she appealed to the American embassy for help, and
she was ignored. Gregory resented that bitterly. But anyway, they asked me, someone asked me
at one time--maybe it was you, but I think it was someone much earlier, a long time ago--what I
would have done if [ had been there, and I have said, I'd have gone up there and gotten hold of
Tri and told him to get his damn paratroopers back in barracks or I was going to kick his ass
clear across Saigon, and he would have done it. He would have done it just like that (snaps
fingers) too. He's a good man, but he's had funny ideas, and one of them was that he thought he
could pull a coup d'etat. But he would have obeyed me.

Q: What do you think was behind that? Why pull a coup d'etat?

WILLIAMS: Well, he possibly thought that Big Minh or Don or some of the others or Diem was
going to try to pull one--maybe he thought he could beat them to it. Absolutely no understanding
what he might think about anything like that. You know, to understand why a Vietnamese or any
oriental will do anything, some say you have to think the way they do. Well, it's impossible for
me to always think the way they do. I think sometimes I can think the way they do, but not
always.

Now, what in the world Tri had in his mind, I don't know. But he certainly didn't intend to
succeed, and I'm told that some of the marines, V.N. had a battalion of marines at that time--I
don't know really if we had more at the time or not--but when I was there, the V.N. had about a
battalion of marines. Some of the marines went down and joined Tri's outfit, and they surrounded
the Palace, but one of the naval officers there called in his deputy and told him to take over the
Naval Yard, that he was going to the coup. He took a company of marines and went up and told
Tri he was going to help him and marched right on down and marched through the gates of the
Palace, up into the Palace, and turned around and started shooting at the marines and
paratroopers who were on the outside. And he became a favorite of President Diem after that,
because there was a naval officer that the President hadn't paid much attention to prior to that
time, who had taken a marine force and through guile had come through the lines, as they were,
and entered the Palace and came to his help.

Now why did he do that? Did he know, did he have some instinct the coup was going to fall and
he wanted to be on the right side? Or if he had that instinct, why didn't he say, "Well, I'm going
to stay out of it entirely?" He didn't have to go up there. Why did he decide to go? Was that
because of his admiration for Diem? Possibly. Diem certainly was not unpopular with the rank
and file of the military.
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Now, of course a lot of this that I'm telling you, I got from corresponding with Vietnamese or
Americans long after I left Vietham. Now I don't do that anymore, because there's no one over
there, no Americans over there I care to correspond with, and the Vietnamese--1 broke off with
those people, corresponding with those generals shortly after the coup d'etat that killed Diem.

Q: Speaking of that coup d'etat, the one that ousted Diem, most Americans all during this time
were baffled by the coups and the counter-coups, the attempted coups, I think because they
couldn't understand what was behind it. Nobody could satisfactorily explain it. Did you ever try
to explain it to anyone or could you explain it to anyone?

WILLIAMS: I have my own personal ideas about it, and it comes right back to the city of
Washington in the United States. We had a man there that was Assistant Secretary of State for
Southeast Asia--I think was his title--and he was anti-Diem, there's no doubt about that, and I
think some of the American embassy in Saigon were anti-Diem and possibly part of the U.S.
State Department was. So this Assistant Secretary wrote a message one day to Ambassador
Lodge and called up John Kennedy on the telephone who was at Hyannis Port at that time and
read the message to him, and Kennedy asked, "Does [Maxwell] Taylor"--who was at that time
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff- "and McNamara"--who was Secretary of Defense--"Does
Taylor and McNamara know about this?" The Assistant Secretary said, "Yes." And Kennedy
said, "All right, send it."

Now, McNamara didn't know anything about it, and Taylor didn't know anything about it, and
both of them said they didn't know anything about it when it finally came to light. This was
Saturday about noon--Taylor knew about it Monday morning when he came to his office and the
duty officer had a bunch of outgoing messages laid on his desk. He saw that, and from the
description to me from a person who saw this happen, Taylor absolutely hit the ceiling and
immediately got hold of people over in State and said, "Why did you dispatch this without giving
me the courtesy of expressing an opinion?" I was told that McNamara did the same thing but not
from an eyewitness account. The State Department people said, "Well, we sent it to your office,
so we presumed you saw it." Well, that was too much. This was a message to Lodge to all intents
and purposes saying we need a change on V.N. and let the conspirators go ahead. And Lodge did
exactly that; he took off from the embassy and went to his quarters, and he stayed there, but he
had a man by the name of [Lou] Conein I believe his name was. He was a CIA man. He was at
the headquarters of the coup d'etat people, and who has since written and published the fact that
he was in constant communication with Ambassador Lodge by both telephone and radio during
the entire time and told Lodge exactly what was going on step by step. No one else, apparently,
could get hold of Lodge, at least everyone said they couldn't. But anyway, Big Minh went ahead
and pulled a coup.

Now I immediately said, "Well, what the hell was [Paul] Harkins doing during that time?" All
right, Harkins' people, or Harkins himself--1 can't say he did himself, because he didn't tell me
personally but I believe it's been published that Harkins heard that this coup was in the mill, and
he sent one of his staff officers to General Tran Van Don and asked "What about this coup d'etat
that [ hear about?" Tran Van Don says, "I don't know what you're talking about." So then
Harkins dismissed it from his mind. Well, I could have told Harkins or anyone else that you can't
send a staff officer to Tran Van Don or any other Vietnamese general's that worth a damn, and
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say, "What about a coup? Tell me about it." They're going to say, "I don't know anything about
it." If Harkins himself had gone to Don, and if his relationship with Don was what it should have
been, he could have said, "Don"--had him off in a parade ground or someplace like that and say,
"Don, what the hell is this about a coup d'etat?" Don would very likely have told him the whole
business. But he's not going to tell a third person. You see my point?

Q: Especially a staff officer.

WILLIAMS: Yes. And any third person, no one's going to do that. I don't believe if you're going
to pull a coup d'etat in the United States you could do it that way. Well, they pulled a coup d'etat
and I had told Diem--and he did it the first time when we had this one in November of 1960--1
said "If you ever get in a difficulty and they start anything like this, coil yourself and take as
good care of yourself as you possibly can and start talking. And keep in conversation, because as
long as you can keep in conversation, they're going to make a mistake and you can take
advantage of it. And get in some troops from outside that you can trust." All right, he did that
exactly in 1960. He kept talking, and while they, the people, were horsing around there, the
marines came through to back him up. He called up people on the radio from outside, and they
moved in their troops, loyal officers came in (snaps fingers), Tri and his paratroopers had it. That
ended the coup right then.

Well, I think he tried the same thing in 1963, because he was there quite a while before he and
his brother left the Palace and went over to Cholon. But now we also want to remember--and
none of them deny it; Don doesn't deny it, Big Minh doesn't deny it and no one else in that outfit
ever denied it to my knowledge. They told Diem that "All you've got to do is surrender and we're
going to accept your surrender, put you on an airplane, then send you out of the country." I think
Diem carried out what I told him as well as he could. He talked as long as he could; he saw that
he wasn't going to get any further with it, and he got into an automobile and went to Cholon.
There was all kinds of things in the paper at the time about having an underground tunnel and all
that stuff, which was pure newspaper rhetoric, rt wasn't true at all. He merely got in an
automobile and drove over there. That's all there is to it. Then he got over there, and he went into
this church--he was an extremely devout man. His brother was, too, as far as [ know--and then he
called coup headquarters and said, "We're ready to surrender." They came over and picked him
up; Major General Xuan was in command of the detail.

Q: Can you tell where your--is this from more or less first-hand sources?
WILLIAMS: Where did I get this information?

Q: Where did you get this? Now I know you weren't there personally.
WILLIAMS: That's right.

Q: But I know you have contacts.

WILLIAMS: That's right.
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Q: And I want to know who you're citing here.

WILLIAMS: Well, I wouldn't attempt to tell you, because I don't remember. I was corresponding
with several Vietnamese officers at that time or shortly thereafter--I said after a while ago I
decided to break them off, break off those contacts--but where, I don't know who told me that.
Part of it's covered by General Tran Van Don in his book. Don says that when--I've got to go
back just a little bit and quote a dead man. There's a Catholic priest by the name of DeJeagher--
now dead--

Q: Can you spell that?

WILLIAMS: De-J-E-A-G-H-E-R.

Q: That's good enough.

WILLIAMS: DelJeagher's picture was laying here on--well, here it is right here. See that man
shaking hands with Diem? That came out of my files the other day. That's Father Raymond
DelJeagher, and here's the way he--

Q: And that's President Chiang Kai-shek, isn't it?

WILLIAMS: That's right.

Q: And is that Minh in the background that I see?

WILLIAMS: That's Big Minh standing back behind there

Q: He was a big man.

WILLIAMS: Oh, yes. He was big. He was bigger than either you or I, which was very unusual
for a Vietnamese.

Q: And this picture was taken in January, 1960 during his visit to Taiwan. All right, please go
ahead, Sir.

WILLIAMS: Well, DeJeagher was a Catholic priest that was teaching school in China when the
communists took over China and put him in prison and kept him in prison for a number of years-
-and when I say a number of years [I mean], what, five, ten, fifteen, something like that--and
then released him. He continued on in Southeast Asia, and he was a very close friend of the
Nationalist Chinese as contrasted to the Red Chinese, and he was a very close confidante of Ngo
Dinh Diem. We got to be friends. And I corresponded with DeJeagher, up until he died which
was maybe a year ago. Cancer.

Well, I got a lot of information from DeJeagher, because he knew the Vietnamese inside out, and

he had a thorough network with his Chinese friends in that country. So I got a lot of information
from him. But anyway, I've got it very firm in my mind, and I'll give it to you the best I can.
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Diem and his brother called up the coup headquarters and told them they were ready to
surrender, and they said they'd send for them. Some of the people that were in the convoy that
went and got them were suspicious when they didn't send an automobile for them but sent an
armored personnel carrier. So they put Diem and his brother in the back of this armored
personnel carrier, and the convoy started off heading towards Saigon.

Q: Why would they be suspicious on that account? What was the significance of--?

WILLIAMS: Well here's a President of a country that's surrendering and has been promised that
he'll be exiled and nothing else and sent out, and he gives himself up, and they send for him.
They don't send a car for him but send a closed personnel carrier for him. An armored personnel
carrier.

The fact that it's closed makes it--That's right. Because they never came out of it alive. Because
when they got out of that thing, or were hauled out of it, Mr. Nhu had been stabbed repeatedly,
and the President had been stabbed once or twice, and both of them had been shot repeatedly.
And they dumped their bodies out on the ground there at the coup headquarters. Now, Don
comes into it this way as I remember his statement in his book. He said that he had come into the
headquarters where Big Minh was sitting--or standing, whatnot--and General Xuan walked in
and said "The mission is accomplished." Don said, "I understood that to mean that the President
and his brother were there at the headquarters, and I went out to arrange quarters for them, where
we're going to put them up until the time we shipped them out." He said, "It wasn't until later that
I found out that they both had been murdered." And he said, "I had nothing to do with it. I didn't
know anything about it." But he says, "Big Minh had something to do with it, and Xuan had
something to do with it because Xuan said 'the mission has been accomplished." !.Jell, anyway,
Big Minh's aide-de-camp, who went out to Cholon to get them, was immediately arrested, and
put in prison, then immediately hanged himself or was hung. So there goes your witness. Okay.
Now, what was I leading up to? What was your question?

Q: I'was asking you--

WILLIAMS: Where I found out all this.

Q: Well, you had answered that. My question I think was mainly, as an old China hand, so to
say, weren't you called on by friends and acquaintances and media and so forth to try to explain
at various times what is behind this seeming Vietnamese passion for overthrowing the
government every couple of months? 1960 was only the first of a long series of coups and
attempted coups.

WILLIAMS: I don't remember whether that many people asking me about it or not.

Q: Well, let me ask you.

WILLIAMS: Well, now, will you voice your question once more? Exactly what is your
question?
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Q: What is behind this apparent Vietnamese passion for coups? Now, I know it's a third world
phenomenon, but we were primarily focusing on Vietnam, and 1'd like your opinion on that.
Americans could never understand it.

WILLIAMS: Well, I can't remember of a coup d'etat--of course I'm not too sure of my history--
but I can't remember of a coup d'etat in Vietnam prior to the coup d'etat in 1960 that attempted to
overthrow Diem by Tri and the paratroopers.

Q: True. But after that comes a whole series--

WILLIAMS: After that, sure. Every Tom, Dick, and Harry said, "It's my turn. I want to take a
whirl at it."

Q: What do you think prompted the first one in 19607 Do you think it was simply officer
ambition?

WILLIAMS: I think so. And stupidity.

Q: All right, let me ask one more question about this coup business and then I want to leave and
go on.

WILLIAMS: Of course I think they were needled into this by everyone you could possibly think
of.

Q: You think they were urged by Americans?

WILLIAMS: Yes, I think they were urged by some Americans. They were very likely urged by
some French, they were urged by the North Vietnamese, they were urged by anyone that wanted
to see that country go communist. Because in my discussions with these officers prior to my
leaving there in 1960, anytime we talked about a coup, we ended up with a consensus that the
only people who could ever benefit from a coup would be the communists. And they agreed to it.

Q: And that ended it.

WILLIAMS: That would end the discussion until the next time someone would say, "Hell, let's
do such and such."

Q: There were reports that there was widespread celebration in Saigon when the news that the
Diem government had been overthrown spread. I don't know what the reports were from the
countryside. I don't remember even seeing a report from the countryside. Do you have an
explanation for that? Was Diem that unpopular in Saigon?

WILLIAMS: No, couldn't have been. Couldn't have been.

Q: Well, then, why the mass demonstration?
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WILLIAMS: Well, I don't know. Didn't we see a demonstration a few days ago where several
hundred people appeared outside the White House up there clamoring because we'd sent some
four, five or a dozen, fifty advisors down to E1 Salvador?

Q: Oh, yes, Sir, but I'm not--you can always find a few hundred people to demonstrate for
anything. I realize that.

WILLIAMS: Okay.

Q: But these demonstrations were--at least they were reported to be, and reported across the
board, every reporter said this, in the thousands and thousands of people. There were mobs of
people in the streets of Saigon.

WILLIAMS: It could have been. I don't know; I wasn't there, but I didn't realize anything like
that was going on. Of course, there had been the trouble with the Buddhists and coming back to
Madame Nhu again, American reporters used the word barbecue, and she repeated it and
thereafter no American reporters was ever quoted--it was always Madame Nhu talking about
Buddhist barbecuing themselves.

Q: Oh, you think it was an American reporter who used that term first?

WILLIAMS: Why, it was published, it was an American reporter who used the term, said to the
President or Madame Nhu, "The Buddhists have barbecued another man down here on the street.
What about it?" And so she picked up the expression and immediately it went worldwide:
"Madame Nhu's talking about barbecuing the Buddhists."

Q: And she got the credit?

WILLIAMS: She got the credit.

Q: Let me change my tape.

Q: Now, General, you have mentioned, in passing, the press in Vietnam

a few times, and I would like to ask you to comment directly on the press. What would you say
was the general caliber of the press who were covering Vietnam in the years when you were
there?

WILLIAMS: Exceptionally poor. To the best of my knowledge, they had no regular assigned
reporters out there, and they were relying on various and sundry people that in the newspaper

vernacular I believe they call "stringers."

Q: Now the stringer, if I'm not mistaken, is a person who's paid by the column. He's not on a
regular salary.

WILLIAMS: That's right. And he might write for this newspaper today and that one tomorrow
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and so on and so forth. Because I asked that question one time of one of these people. I said,
"Where are you getting information, and who are your reporters?" and so forth. Now who that
was [ was asking, I don't remember, but it was someone in a position to know. They said, "Well,
we don't have anyone out here. We just rely on stringers." And I said, "Well, why I'm asking is
because I read a column here by a young man," and I happen to know that fellow, and I said,
"he's barely out of his teens, he's half-French, half- Vietnamese, and I don't think he was too
well-educated, and if he's getting coverage like this, it's astounding because, frankly, the man's
not, he doesn't know what he's writing about." And they said, "Well, that's the risk we take."

Q: I want to ask you about a couple of individual reporters in particular to see if any of these
strike a memory or whatever. The reason I'm mentioning these names is because a couple of
people in the military have mentioned them to me as being one kind of reporter or another, and 1
want to see what your reaction is. Do you remember Till and Peg Durdin of the New York
Times? Does that name ring a bell?

WILLIAMS: It does not.

Q: All right. How about Hank Liebermann, also of the New York Times?

WILLIAMS: No.

Q: Homer Bigart of the New York Herald-Tribune?

WILLIAMS: No.

Q: Here's one I think you might remember. John Mecklin of Life-Time.

WILLIAMS: I recognize his name, but I don't remember if I ever met him or not.

Q: Well, I think Mecklin wrote a book called Mission in Torment. Mecklin later became the
public affairs officer for the embassy. He was a reporter, in other words, who changed sides, you
might say.

WILLIAMS: I didn't know him.

Q: Okay. Did you know John Roderick of the Associated Press?

WILLIAMS: No.

Q: Okay. Were you able to stay abreast of developments in Vietnam after you retired? I know
you said you were in correspondence with a number of people over there.

WILLIAMS: I'd like to go back to your last question.

Q: Oh, certainly.
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WILLIAMS: I can't understand why I don't recognize those names. Now, even making
allowance for poor memory after twenty some-odd years, I can never remember a newspaper
correspondent or columnist coming to Vietnam that didn't contact me and ask [for] an interview,
if you please, or a conversation, things of that nature. And there was never one turned down, and
sometimes those things would last for hours. I'm thinking of people like Jim Lucas and maybe
Maggie Higgins and, well, those are the only two names I can think of right at this particular
moment.

Q: Well, let me ask you to comment on those two, Lucas and Higgins.

WILLIAMS: Well, I knew Jim Lucas previously, and I remember quite well his coming to
Vietnam because the Secretary of the President called me and told me that a reporter by the name
of Jim Lucas and some other man were at some place--either in Tokyo or Seoul, or some place
else--and wanted a visa to come to South Vietnam, and what did I think about it? I said, "I know
Jim Lucas--because I knew him in Korea and I think I knew him in Europe, but I wasn't too sure-
-"but the other man I don't know, and Jim Lucas is a good reporter and an honest man. I can't
help you with the others."

Well, as it turned out, Jim Lucas got a visa to come to Vietnam, and the other man didn't. I didn't
put much importance to it until the Ambassador said to me one day right after Jim Lucas got
there, "How in the world did Jim Lucas get a visa to South Vietnam?" And I said, "Why, I don't
know. Was there any problem?" And I related this instance I've just related to you. He said, "No
one gets a visa to South Vietnam unless I say so. I said, "Mr. Ambassador, that's a stupid,
goddamn remark to make." I said, "There's thousands of people come to Vietnam that you don't
even know anything about."

Q: What was his reaction to that?

WILLIAMS: Well, he just sat there and looked at me. Of course it was true. Did he know every
American, every Englishman, every Australian, every Frenchman, or anyone else that got a visa
to come to South Vietnam? And the Vietnamese wouldn't dare to issue a visa without handing it
to him for approval? Why, that's ridiculous, see? Well, stupid things like that were being said all
the time. Well, anyway, that's what caused me to remember Jim Lucas, you see?

Then he went ahead with this conversation. He said, "Is Jim Lucas a friend of yours?" I said,
"Not necessarily." I said, "I know him. He interviewed me in Korea when I commanded a
Division up there, and I think he interviewed me when I had a Corps there, maybe when I was
Deputy Army Commanding in Korea, I'm not sure." And I said, "Maybe I've talked to him in
Germany. I don't remember." But I said, "I know Jim Lucas. I'd say, yes, I consider him a friend
and at least an acquaintance." He said, "All right, now I want you to keep a diary, and every time
you talk to Jim Lucas or he talks to you, I want you to write dorm exactly what the conversation
was about, and I want you to report it to me." And in utter amazement I said, "Well, shall I tell
Jim Lucas that I'm spying on him?" He said, "Of course not, goddamn it, don't tell anyone!"
Well, I said, "You've just told a room full of people." And I said, "I'm not going to do it. Period."
And I didn't do it. Now what he had against Jim Lucas, I haven't the slightest idea, but those
were the kind of things that would--people would say, "why, what the hell happened at the
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country team meetings?" There's an example of what happened in one country team meeting.
Apropos, nothing.

Van Fleet. General [James A.] Van Fleet was Commanding General of the 8th Army, when I
first went to Korea. Van Fleet phoned me one time and he said, "I'm coming down to Vietnam"--
no, he didn't phone me, he sent me a TWX--he said, "I'm coming to South Vietnam and Saigon,
and I sure hope to see you." Well, I'd been a Division Commander under Van Fleet, and I knew
him from Europe, too, and I liked him very much and had great admiration for him, and I
thought that was fine. So when he came to Saigon, he phoned me, and I immediately invited him
out the next day, or sometime soon--we'll say the next day--to come out and have a highball, a
cocktail or something and invited some Vietnamese general officers to meet him. And also the
V.N. Secretary of State for the Presidency.

We were having little pleasantries there, and I found out that he was representing some U.S.
company that was selling some kind of equipment, electrical equipment or something else. What
it was I don't know, and it was as immaterial to me at the time as it is now. But he said, "I'd like
to talk to the President. Can that be arranged?" And I said, "Well, General, I don't see why it
can't. Sitting in that corner right over there is the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of State.
Why don't you tell them and very likely they can arrange it." He walked right over and started
talking to them, and the next day he had an appointment with the President, and he went up to
see President Diem.

The next time we had an embassy meeting, the Ambassador said to the multitude, and looking at
me, "How the hell did Van Fleet get an appointment with the President?" Someone said,
"General Williams arranged it." I said, "You're mistaken. I didn't arrange an appointment with
the President of South Vietnam with General Van Fleet, but if I'd been asked to, I would have."
But I said, "Van Fleet was at my quarters, along with several Vietnamese, and he said that he
wanted an appointment with the President, and I said, 'there's the Secretary of State and the
Secretary of Defense. Why don't you talk to them?"" And I said, "He got it." Well, again, it's just
like "no one gets a visa unless I say so." He says, "No one can have an appointment with
President Ngo Dinh Diem without my permission." I just looked at him and laughed. Stupid.
Incredible! I'm sure the British ambassador didn't call up Durbrow and ask if he could have an
appointment with President Ngo Dinh Diem. You know, that's egotism to the extent that a person
may be getting on the verge of incompetence. To me Ct is. Was it insecurity? Inferiority
complex? The case of Van Fleet. The case of Jim Lucas.

Q: That's a good story.

WILLIAMS: These other reporters.

Q: How about Higgins, Maggie Higgins?

WILLIAMS: You know, I don't remember anything about Maggie Higgins, although I'm positive

I engaged her in conversation or she engaged me in conversation. But I've read her books, or
some of her writings.
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Q: What did you think of them?

WILLIAMS: I thought they were excellent. I thought she had a very clear grasp of what the
situation was.

Q: Did you read any of the reporters who came a little later, just after you left? Like-- well, 1
guess the most famous and obvious one was Halberstam--David Halberstam.

WILLIAMS: Oh, yes.

Q: What did you think of David Halberstam?
WILLIAMS: Terrible reporting.

Q: Terrible. What was wrong with him?

WILLIAMS: I didn't think he knew what he was talking about in the first place, and in the
second place, I thought he was trying to undermine the Vietnamese government.

Q: He was one of the younger ones who was over his depth or out of his experience, would you
say?

WILLIAMS: I thought so. That's a very bold thing for me to say, because he has quite a
reputation--I presume he still has a reputation--as a writer, and I don't but if you ask me a
layman's opinion, that's it. I considered him pink, if not red.

Q: 1 think I missed Robert Shaplen. Do you ever read any of his things? Shaplen wrote one
called The Road from War, and then he had an earlier book, too.

WILLIAMS: No, I don't remember.
Q: The Lost Revolution, I believe, is the name of it.

WILLIAMS: But that thing that you so graciously gave me the other day which was an extract of
U.S. News and World Report--I'll tell you how come that thing to be in existence. I had great
admiration for the man who was running U.S. News and World Report at that time, long since
deceased. And I was reading these reports from Vietnam, which I thought were terribly slanted
or some of them were downright false and didn't jibe at all with what American officers were
telling me, or writing me from Vietnam or what Vietnamese officers were writing. And I read
one of these articles in U.S. News and World Report, and I sat down and wrote this gentleman. I
wrote, "I'm a long subscriber to U.S. News and World Report, and I consider it one of the best,
most informative magazines in the United States, and I've always relied on it," I said, "but I've
just finished reading such-and-such an article--" and I don't remember the name of it or who
wrote- "but it's the most astounding thing I ever read in my~.life because it's utterly false from
beginning to end. And I think you should know that some of your readers have that kind of
impression of it."
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Well, by George, that opened the floodgates, and either by telegram, letters or telephone calls
and so forth, they asked me if I would submit to an interview about South Vietnam, and I said "I
certainly will, if you'll let me read what your people write before you publish it." Well and good.
In no time at all, there two of them were right here at my gate, and that thing that you brought in
to me the other day was the result of it. Now, who [was] the man that [ was criticizing at that
time, I don't know. But--

Q: Let me ask you about that interview. Did they in fact publish what you said? Did you approve
of--?

WILLIAMS: Yes. You got it, right? You gave me a copy.
Q: Yes, I gave you a copy. I have one. Okay.

WILLIAMS: Yes. And they sent it to me in draft form, and I read it and put a note on there
something to the effect, "I'm not going to attempt to correct the English. You people can do it
better than I can. This is okay for publication as far as I'm concerned." And by George, they did
it. Now, I think I was exceptionally fortunate. That magazine's bound to get a world of letters,
and some secretary saw mine and for some reason, said, "Well, here's something that the top
honcho should see," and pitched it into him and that was his reaction. It could just as easily have
been thrown in the wastebasket.

Q: Well, some knowledgeable person screened the mail, that's all.

WILLIAMS: It could have been. It could have been.

Q: Well, do you want to add anything about the media, anything about the press that you haven't
had a chance to stick in?

WILLIAMS: No, but I think that we've got the same thing coming up right now that we had
then. We have a two-inch headline coming out in a very good newspaper that says "The Navy
Goes to San Salvador" and you read it, you find out they sent five sailors. They raise the
question, is this leading to another Vietnam? Well, to me that's someone that's attempting to
manipulate the American public to make them scared of what the administration is trying to do.
That's my firm conviction. And there's so many people that have no more idea about what the
advisors did in South Vietnam or anything else about South Vietnam, that they can say, "Well, is
this another South Vietnam?" And everyone immediately screams.

Now, what was wrong with South Vietnam? First of all, I don't think we should have fought
there, and I don't think there was any reason for us to have fought there, and I sincerely believe
that if Ngo Dinh Diem had stayed alive that we would not have fought there. I think he would
have come to accommodation with Ho Chi Minh. President Diem told me that he knew Ho Chi
Minh very well, and Ho Chi Minh offered him a place in his government in Hanoi. They were on
speaking terms; they could negotiate. I think that-- and I mentioned in that U.S. News and World
Report thing if I remember correctly--that every time anyone came to Vietnam--that is, I'm
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talking about American officialdom-- they had audiences with the President, and I would say
nine hundred and ninety-nine times out of a thousand, I would be present, and never did I hear
any of them say anything except sometime during the conversation, "Mr. President, you're doing
exactly right. We're behind you 100 per cent. You keep on pitching, and we're going to back you
up to the hilt." From congressmen, senators, vice president of the United States--Nixon came
there as vice president of the United States--generals, four-star generals from chief of staff of the
army right straight on down to maybe commanding general of the U.S. Army of the Pacific--
they'd all say the same thing. President Diem had an idea, I'm afraid that he got an idea, "I can go
as far as [ want to because the United States ts going to back me up."

Q. Some people say that his attitude was, "They're going to back me up because they haven't got
any option and they've got to back me no matter what I do."”

WILLIAMS: He could have thought that, but I wouldn't say that I thought he thought it, because
I couldn't see that far into the man's brain. The option was, of course, just for us to pull out lock,
stock and barrel. That could have been done easily, just like that (snaps fingers). And any
number of times I thought we were going to do it.

Q: Oh, really? When did you think they were going to do it?

WILLIAMS: Well, when I kept asking for people. As I said before, I had about four hundred and
forty-two people I inherited when I took over--were there when the French were there--and we
were able to increase that a little by pulling in teams to do this and teams to do that, and they'd
come in and stay a few months and then go back out, and that would satisfy the International
Control Commission. [ wanted at least two thousand advisors there, and I needed them very
badly because--I imagine they're running into the same thing down here in E1 Salvador--you
have motors, you have motorboats, you have tanks, you have different kind of weapons and so
forth; you have spare parts, and you have to storage them properly so that you can fill
requisitions on them. You got to know where the spare parts are--you've got to have spare-part
bins for this, spare-part bins for that--and you've got to have someone that's cognizant with the
weapon or the material that you're using to know how to store those things and to teach someone
else how to issue them. You have ammunition to store. It's just as simple as that. The two
thousand advisors I wanted--1 wanted advisors down a little bit below division level, and 1
wanted to get down to regimental or battalion level, if possible, and I wanted to get people in it
that could deal more with the finance and with the supply and logistics and motors and schools
and things of that nature. Not necessarily to get out there and take a carbine or an M-1 rifle and
go help run down some damn guerrilla. But they wouldn't give them to me. And I don't know
when they broke that, but I think it was after Diem's death in 1963 before they ever broke that.
I'm not sure.

Q: Well, I know at the time of President Kennedy's death, which was just a month later, we had
sixteen thousand.

WILLIAMS: No, couldn't have?

Q: Yes, Sir.
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WILLIAMS: Sixteen thousand? But that was in 1963. They should have been furnished in 1957.
Q: Yes, Sir.

WILLIAMS: Well, they didn't wait until Diem died then before they started pushing them in?
Q: No, they started pushing them.

WILLIAMS: Are these troops or advisors you're talking about?

Q: Total. Total American military.

WILLIAMS: Yes?

Q: Military of all kinds.

WILLIAMS: Well, I imagine then by that time you very likely had some Green Berets in there?
Q: Yes, and they were getting advisors down at regimental level by that time.

WILLIAMS: Yes?

Q: Did any subsequent administration ever call on you for advice, consult with you, contact you
in any way? Kennedy or Johnson?

WILLIAMS: Not really. I went up, was invited up to the Military Academy to make an address
in May of 1961, I think. Couldn't have been 1971--that was too long later. But on the way back,
General [Edward] Lansdale asked me if [ would come by Washington and serve there as
consultant for a few days, and I said yes.

Q: Now let me clarify this. Was General Lansdale still working for Defense at this time, or was
he retired and working for State, or do you recall?

WILLIAMS: As [ remember he was in uniform. And in the Pentagon.

Q: Okay.

WILLIAMS: So I'd say he was with Defense. And I did that. While I was there, someone--and I
don't know who it was, but anyway, [ was sent down into the bowels of the Pentagon where Max
Taylor and Burke, Admiral Burke--

Q: Arleigh Burke?

WILLIAMS: Yes. And Bob Kennedy were investigating the debacle of the Bay of Pigs, and |
was given a desk in a small room there, and they started throwing large, manila envelopes at me-
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-larger than I'd ever seen before, at least two feet by two feet square--and on the upper left-hand
corner, they had on there the White House, and down at the bottom it was addressed to--if |
remember correctly--General Taylor. These were plans, contingency plans. And I was told to go
through those plans and to make comments as to whether or not they were up to date, or if they
were workable or whatnot and so forth. So that's what I started doing.

Q. Now what did these contingency plans--what were they for? What contingencies were they

for?

WILLIAMS: Fighting anyplace in the damn world that you could think of, as I remember.
Q: Okay. All right. These were not specifically Vietnam?

WILLIAMS: No. But my memory is vague.

Q: General military situation.

WILLIAMS: That's right.

Q: All right.

WILLIAMS: And at first, I was going about it in very careful manner and making detailed
comments, and finally it got to the degree I would take one of them, glance at it, scan it, and
write across it "Obsolete. Worthless," and throw it back out.

Q: Were they so bad? Were they that far out of date?

WILLIAMS: Yes. To me they were, yes. And while I was doing that, I was called out one day,
and Bob Kennedy and Taylor were there--Burke was not--and Kennedy started asking me
questions about Vietnam.

Q: Can you recall any detail of these questions?
WILLIAMS: No.
Q: What was he after? What was he trying to--

WILLIAMS: I don't know. When he got through asking questions--Taylor didn't say anything, he
just sat there and listened. Kennedy started out by saying, "I've heard a great deal about you, and
I want to ask you some questions." I said, "Okay." And, of course, I must admit, I didn't look
upon Bob Kennedy with the great reverence that some people did. To me he was just another
young man. The fact that his brother was President of the United States and he'd been appointed
Attorney General didn't make a damn bit of difference to me. He looked like he might be a very
young Major in the army, as far as [ was concerned, which was possibly a wrong attitude to take,
but it wasn't anything disrespectful. But I didn't look upon him as one of America's great heroes,
martyrs, as he turned out to be, unfortunately.
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But anyway, he asked me a lot of questions, and when he got through, he said to Taylor, "I've
learned more about Vietnam from General Williams than I have from anyone else since I've been
in this headquarters, in the Pentagon." And he said, "Don't let that man getaway." Then as he
went out the door he said to me, "As I've said before, I've heard about you, and you're supposed
to be a pretty hard person. How would you like to go to Vietnam as ambassador?" And I said, "I
wouldn't like it at all." And he said, "Why?" And I said, "Well, I'm not a professional foreign
affairs officer, and when political appointees go in jobs like that, the State Department old hands
tear them apart." I said, "They'd crucify me before I'd been there six months." And I said, "That's
the only reason why I think it would be wrong for me to go out there as an ambassador." Frankly,
I doubt seriously he had the slightest intention of me ever going out there as ambassador, but,
hell, you can't tell from the people that they have appointed.

Q: Now, let me ask you this. Since you express that opinion, what did you think when Max Taylor
went as ambassador? Because clearly the same objections would apply.

WILLIAMS: No, Max was a politician in addition to being a superior army officer. Max is a
very astute politician, and his association was so close with the Kennedy family--they named one
of the children after him--that the foreign affairs cadre over in the State Department couldn't
have touched him. I don't think they could. They may have; I don't know. Well, anyway, I guess
I was a little bold when he said, "I've heard about you, and you're supposed to be a pretty tough
nut to crack." He said, "How would you like to go out and be ambassador to Vietnam? I said I
didn't want to. And I said, "Now, as far as being a tough nut's concerned, you're getting a pretty
good reputation yourself." I said, "All I hear is that you're one of the hardest people around
Washington, D.C." And I said, "If people are calling and referring to me as an old son of a bitch
now," I said, "they're going to be calling you one at the same time, if they're not already doing
it." Kennedy looked at me and laughed, and said, "Adios" or something like that and walked out
the door. He seemed to be a very pleasant fellow. Now I wouldn't say that that was asking me for
advice, but no one else ever did. Now, I will say this, that after [General Creighton] Abrams
became the CG in Vietnam-

Q: Now this would be about the summer of 1968, wouldn't it? I believe that's correct, because
[General William] Westmoreland came back about June of 1968.

WILLIAMS: Okay. It would be after that. Well, then, maybe it was before he became CG. But
we had a mutual friend. An officer that had served with me quite often. He retired--major
general, he's dead--and he had served with me in Vietnam, too, and I knew Abrams fairly well.
Abrams and I had known each other some time. We weren't intimate friends, but we were pretty
close to it, and I'd known him since Germany. I knew he was busy, and I never was
presumptuous enough to write him and tell him that he should do this, that and another, but I had
a friend that was on his staff that was very close to him, so when I had ideas I'd write this friend
of mine and say, "Next time you're talking to Abe, you might suggest this, that and another. And
whether you attribute it to me is immaterial, but it might be something for him to think about."
And sooner or later I'd get back word, well, Abe bought it or he didn't buy it.

Q: Do any of these stand out in your mind, any of your suggestions or ideas?
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WILLIAMS: None that I'd care to talk about now. Both these people are dead, and the war's
over. But I didn't think the war was being fought properly, but I also didn't believe that Abrams
had much control over it. I didn't believe that CINCPAC had a hell of a lot of control over it, nor
the U.S. Army of the Pacific, and I think now historically we know it was controlled almost
entirely from the Oval Room at the White House and was terribly bitched up. There's where |
cross with you and your friends, or the people that employ you. But--

Q: Well, you won't cross us. That man is dead and gone, too, after all. (Laughter)

WILLIAMS: Yes, but this all goes into his building. Now, not long ago, Roche, who used to be a
terrible liberal and has changed considerably--

Q: You're speaking of John Roche, now?

WILLIAMS: Yes--made a remark in one of his columns that he walked into the Oval Room one
day, and there was Lyndon Johnson and Bus [Earle G.] Wheeler and McNamara fussing over a
damn map on the wall, deciding which one was going to stick a pin in to show where the next
bombing target was going to be. Well, that's absolutely ridiculous. You can't fight a war that
way, and we found it out. We got ourselves in a terrible jam. If you read--I don't know whether
you have time to do it or not--but if you read some of the analysis now of our air force activities
during the Vietnamese War, you'll find out that our B-29s that, or 52s, whatever those biggest
bombers were, that were flying out of Guam, very, very small per cent of those--less than 5 per
cent ever bombed North Vietnam. They were bombing in South Vietnam. On the other hand, we
were taking fighter bombers and sending them up to North Vietnam and losing aviators almost
every day. That was mismanagement, entirely mismanagement.

Some of these aviators have written, and it's been published in such a thing as the Armed Forces
Journal and other military publications--I think I'm quoting the Armed Forces Journal correctly--
where that some of the very senior officers in the air force, or at least the field grade officers
resigned because of the damn ridiculous orders they were getting as naval aviators flying off of
carriers and going over Hanoi. I remember reading one of them not too long ago where he said
that on such-a-such a night they went in there and not a plane was allowed to carry a bomb; the
only thing that they could carry was flares. And he talked about their losses and so forth. Hell,
you can't fight a war like that. We would have won that war easier than I could drive from here
to San Antonio--city of San Antonio--if they'd let us alone. Now, if Westmoreland couldn't have
done it, they could have jerked him and put someone in there that could have done it. They had
plenty of people could have done it. Abrams could have done it.

Stop to think how ridiculous this is. Now an army officer of some experience, Abrams didn't
even command the air force in Vietnam. He didn't command the damn marines; he didn't
command anything but army. Westmoreland was the same. You had no unified commander.
Even President Diem--when I was told in the greatest confidence to find out what President
Diem thought about unified command--I asked him--and I was told never to let anyone know I
did it. Well, hell, that's so long ago it doesn't make any difference now. But anyway, he didn't
know what unified command was, and I started in back in World War I and told him how the
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Allies had to finally decide on General Foch to be commander, to coordinate things and how in
World War II, why, we had a unified command down in Africa, and finally in France we had
unified command with General Eisenhower operating with [Omar] Bradley and [Bernard]
Montgomery as subordinates.

I said, "Now, that's unified command. Now, if we have a fight here, and American troops come
in, is everyone going to go and have their own show or are we going to have one man in
command and let him fight the damn war?" I said, "Now, our concept is that, like Eisenhower's
headquarters at least--so I was told--that if you have an American commander, you have a deputy
that's opposite. For instance, Eisenhower's deputy was a man named [Arthur] Tedder; he was a
British flier." And I said, "Right on down the line. If we have a war over here, if you have a
Vietnamese commander, then you ought to have an American deputy commander or vice versa."
Diem said, "Who would do that?" I said, "If the fight's tomorrow, it'll be me. How long that'll
last, I don't know. He said, "If it starts tomorrow," he said, "you'll be commander." He said,
"You'll command Vietnamese forces as far as I'm concerned.”" Well, hell, we would have sold on
that thing. Lord, goodness, here and I've passed that on to people that told me to get the answer
to that question, who were military people. But, by George, we ended up--the army commander
over there commanded army, the navy commander commanded navy, the air force commander
commanded air force--and hell, who in the world organized and coordinated? Nobody. You can't
fight a war that way, and we found it out.

Q: And the ARVN went one way and we went another way.

WILLIAMS: Absolutely. Absolutely. There was no [coordination]. You can't saddle that on Ahe.
You can't saddle it on Westmoreland, except I think Westmoreland should have objected to it
strenuously. And there was so damn much jealousy, I can't think it was anything but jealousy
that CINCPAC would not realize that someone on the ground should be commanding there and

not back at CINCPAC or back at the U.S. Army Pacific.

My impression is that once the war heated up that CINCPAC virtually got shoved out of the
circuit and maybe it was--

Q: My impression is that once the war heated up that CINCPAC virtually got shoved out of the
circuit and maybe it was--

WILLIAMS: I'm afraid they did.
Q: --between JCS and Commander, MACV.

WILLIAMS: I'm afraid they did. We have had American aviators publish articles in which they
said they'd be on carrier, and a telephone conversation would come through directly from the
President of the United States to a carrier telling them what they're going to do on their next
flights out. Well now, my Lord, you could say that as much as this nation idolizes George
Washington, hell, old George Washington couldn't have done that. It's impossible. So that's
where we lost.
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Now then, where did Vietnam get its bad name? Okay, they started their draft, or they had their
draft going and the draft didn't work properly. If a kid had money enough to go to school or any
reason to get excused from the draft, he got excused from the draft. Thousands of them went to
Canada; that paid off because later when the administration, another administration came in, that
said, "King's X. Everything's free. Come on back." Okay. Now we had a lot of kids going to
school and they said, "All right, I'm in school because I'm a student. All right, I'm going to
graduate next year. What the hell, the amy going to get me?" Well, the best way to stop that is to
start bitching about the war. So your students started, and they were ably assisted by all agitators,
both pink and red as well as white. All these agitators immediately helped them, and the first
thing you know all the students throughout the United States were saying what a horrible thing
Vietnam is. First thing you know you have the entire American public mind poisoned about
Vietnam. That's why [ was very glad to see Mr. Reagan come out the other day and said it wasn't
criminal to be a soldier in Vietnam during the war. Well, that's just an old soldier's viewpoint of
things.

Q: I want to ask you a wide-open question.

WILLIAMS: Okay.

Q: Will you compare the performance of the country team under Ambassadors [G. Frederick]
Reinhardt and Durbrow?

WILLIAMS: Yes.
Q: Would you do that for me?

WILLIAMS: Yes. Under Mr. Reinhardt we had a good, working country team as far as I could
tell, and we had no dissension. I never knew of any serious dissension taking place there. It was
just the difference between daylight and dark. Now, I don't say that because Reinhardt and I were
personal friends, we were not. We were on good speaking terms, but he was the ambassador, he
represented the country. I never saw him do anything that would cause me as an American to be
embarrassed, and I never saw him get up, for instance, in front of a mixed crowd and strip down
to his shorts and put on a belly dance. Vulgar things like that. Reinhardt was a gentleman, and he
conducted himself as such. At parties and so forth, if he got up to give a toast, he got up and read
a toast off a card that he’d written in French. Everyone accepted it, and he was just what |
considered a top-rate American ambassador.

Q: Very professional?

WILLIAMS: Very professional, and I thought very understanding. Now, that doesn't mean to say
that Reinhardt and I didn't have differences, but any differences we had were absolutely minor.
He phoned me one time, "Tanks are going by my quarters over here, been going by here for an
hour--going down to the docks, being loaded up. The French are shipping all these tanks out." He
said, "Why don't you stop them?" I said, "Fine. The French have the bayonets; I don't have any,"
and hung up. That's all there was to it. The French had a regiment of Foreign Legionnaires right
there. They could do anything they wanted to, and they did do anything they wanted to. Mr.
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[John Foster] Dulles came over there. I told him, "The French are stealing us blind." He says,
"Hell, I know it. There's nothing unusual about that," or words to that effect.

Anything that Reinhardt and I ever had differences on amounted to nothing. I had quite a bit of
admiration for him. No one would disparagingly refer to him as a "ladies shoe salesman."

Q. How did things change when Ambassador Durbrow came in?

WILLIAMS: Well, I don't think I can elaborate on that any more than I have already. I think they
got petty. If Reinhardt had been strongly adverse to President Ngo Dinh Diem, he never
indicated it in my presence. I'm sure that none of the American staff there--I'm talking about
USIS and the CIA and USOM, certainly not MAAG--if anyone had any idea that he was
violently opposed to the Vietnamese or to the regime of PreSident Diem, he gave no indication
of it by word or action in my presence at any time. He conducted country team meetings in a
professional manner.

Q: Do you think the difference between Reinhardt and Durbrow was a matter of policy or
personality?

WILLIAMS: I think, well, I'd start off first by thinking it was personality, or it could be that
Durbrow was getting new instructions from stateside or maybe he wasn't. Maybe his messages
back stateside were written in such a way that State could take them this way or that way because
I, when I got my hands on them, I used to study those things line by line and paragraph by
paragraph and often when I'd get through with a couple of pages of a dispatch that had been sent
back there, I couldn't tell what the hell--whether he was for or against the subject.

Q: You didn't ordinarily see the dispatches between State and the Ambassador.
WILLIAMS: No.

Q: Did you see them under Reinhardt?

WILLIAMS: Yes, as far as I know.

Q: But that stopped with Durbrow? Was that abrupt?

WILLIAMS: I don't know whether it was abrupt or not. I never had any occasion to question
anything that was put out under Reinhardt. There could have been things that I didn't know
about, wasn't familiar with, but [ became very cognizant under Durbrow because--here's an
instance that occurred which I thought was not exactly right. The chief of staff of CINCPAC sent
me a message and said, "We want your detailed analysis, comments, et cetera of a message sent
by the embassy to State Department, number such- and-such on such-and-such a date. Soonest."
I called for it; we didn't have it in MAAG files. I picked up the telephone and called the embassy
and I said, "Do you have such-and- such a communication?" "Well, let us check. Yes, we do." I
said, "Will you furnish me a copy of it?" "Yes, we’ll send you a copy." Now, who I was talking
to, I don't know--some clerk up there. So they: sent me a copy of it, and I sat down and read that
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thing, page after page, with utter amazement. So I sat down, in longhand myself, and wrote out
almost sentence by sentence my objection to the concept that had been advanced in this--

Q: Do you recall what the substance of the matter was?

WILLIAMS: No. It was a policy paper. And when I got through, I had it typed up and proofread
it and so forth and signed it and sent it to CINCPAC. The first thing I knew, the Ambassador
phoned me and said, "We have a message from State Department saying that they don't entirely
agree with my letter of such-and-such a date, and furthermore, you don't either." And I said, "Is
that such-and-such?" And he said, "Yes." And he said, "Why did you coherent on it?" I said, "I
had a direct order from CINCPAC to comment on it and direct it to them soonest without delay. I
asked your office for a copy of it, and they gave me a copy, and I sat down and made my
comments and sent them in."

Then he issued an order, a directive. It was really a whopper. He said, "Hereafter, you will send
no communication of any importance to CINCPAC or any other headquarters outside of Vietnam
without it being proofread and approved by this headquarters, by this embassy. I said, "All right,
but you want to remember that I may get instructions to answer a communication by fastest
method possible, and that means that I'm going to get an answer out within less than twenty-four
hours. If I sent it up here for you to proofread and approve, and you let it lay on your desk for
two or three days or a week or so--which has happened in the past on various papers that ['ve
presented," I said, "that's going to get me into a terrible jam." He said, "I'll take care of that." So,
after that, anytime that I sent to a high headquarters a comment on anything or any paper of any
importance at all, I had to send it to the embassy and get it initialed by the Ambassador before I
could dispatch it. And sometimes that would be anywhere from twenty-four hours to ten, fifteen
days.

Q: What did CINCPAC think of that?
WILLIAMS: They told me not to pay any attention to the Ambassador's directive.
Q: That kind of puts you between a rock and a hard place.

WILLIAMS: Yes. But you see, CINCPAC was my immediate military superior. And here you
see a MAAG chief is put in a delicate position. He has a military superior that's giving him
orders, he's got a civilian superior that's giving him orders, and no man--the Bible says it--can
serve two masters at one time. And anytime you try it, you're going to get in a jam.

Now, I found out that this was not an isolated case. I had people visit me from Japan and the
Philippines and people I could trust and talk to--army officers--and I'd say, "What the hell goes
on here?" I said, "This situation here is outlandish." I said, "We're just at each other all the time,
and I get some of the craziest orders that a person could conceive of." And any number of times,
well, several times, they said, "Why, you don’t know half the story." "Why, you're getting along
fine down here." "You ought to see what's happening between the Ambassador and the Chief of
MAAG up in Tokyo." Or they said, "Do you have any idea what's going on between the
Ambassador and the Chief of MAAG over in Manila?" I said, "It couldn't be worse than this."
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"It's much worse." So I thought to myself, "Well, that's something the American government's
got to work out; that's beyond me."

Q: General, looking back now, do you see any turning points, any crucial decision, any point in
time during your tour in Vietnam when you were still there, that you wish had happened
differently or that you wish you had done differently? Anything crucial, anything that stands out
in your mind at all.

WILLIAMS: No, I can't think of any one thing. I've often said that anytime there's trouble
between two people, or two headquarters, probably both are partially responsible. One might be
more responsible than the other, but the other's going to be partially responsible. So I thought
many times, "What could I have done to have kept better relations between MAAG and the
embassy?"

Q: And you're speaking of Durbrow's tenure now?

WILLIAMS: Yes. And I don't know what in the world I could have done and still carried out the
orders that I had, the directive I had when I went over there. Then too, I've often wondered why I
wasn't able to make an impression on Big Minh and Don and those people that would have lasted
longer than three years. I had a letter--first of all, when I left there, President Diem told me that
he was soon inviting me back to visit Vietnam as a guest of the country. And I had a letter from
him to that extent after I'd been home about a year, and it said, "You'll hear from me through the
Vietnamese embassy." Well, I never did hear from him, or I never did hear from the Vietnamese
embassy. Now, I'm sure that if he sent such an invitation, it was stopped on purpose by the V.N.
Ambassador who's on a different side of the fence from myself.

I had at least one Vietnamese officer, general, of some importance write me one time-- prior to
the coup--and said, "You promised that you were coming back, and if you're coming, you must
come soon. You have been gone too long now." Or words to that effect, see? And I thought to
myself, "Well, now, if I had taken the bull by the horns and realized that it was possible that the
Vietnamese Ambassador or the American Ambassador was keeping me from going back over
there, I should have applied for a visa and gone over on my own and talked to these generals and
said, "What's going on here? I've been gone too long. What the hell are you people plotting?,"

Now, this is going to sound egotistical as hell, but it's possible that if I had had enough foresight
to do that, or enough intelligence to do that, or enough get-up-and-go to do it, I could have
stopped something. I might have stopped that coup d'etat, then--carry my theory on--if Diem had
lived, had stopped the damn war and saved how many thousands of American soldiers that were
killed in Vietnam.

Q: But could you have made any difference with Lodge in the picture in the way that he was?

WILLIAMS: I doubt it seriously, but maybe I could have neutralized him, if that's the proper
word. I wouldn't have attempted to confront Lodge.

I would merely have talked to the Vietnamese. How strong, what kind of hold he had on the
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Vietnamese, [ don't know. I don't believe he had very much. But he could have.

The other day, you were asking me a question about Lansdale, and I said I hadn't corresponded
with him very often. And cogitating on that, I wondered if you had something particular in mind,
because I think maybe that I've corresponded with Lansdale more than my answer may have
indicated. I don't know exactly what I did answer you when you asked me about Lansdale.

Q: I asked you if you had much contact with him after he went back to the States in 1956, and the
reason I ask is because I know that he was continuing to work on Vietnamese problems while he
was in Washington, and I thought perhaps that had been an occasion for you to correspond.

WILLIAMS: Well, we have corresponded. Not over anything of particular importance that I can
remember.

Q: I was thinking specifically of the time when you were in Vietnam between, well, I guess about
1957 and 1960. I thought perhaps there was an official connection there, since he was
continuing to work on Vietnam back in Washington.

WILLIAMS: No. We have corresponded to this extent. He writes to me occasionally, I write to
him. His wife died; he wrote and told me about it. He married one of the people that worked for
him when he was over there. He's very happy with his new life. I think he's consulted by the
Military History Division of the Department of Army at times; it's run by a brigadier general by
the name of [James L.] Collins.

Incidentally, you asked me a question here one time that I could have elaborated on. Collins's
people have been down here; one of them came down here and spent a week at least going
through my files and xeroxing records and taking them up there. I don't have much to do with
them anymore because I've lost faith in them. They sent me a draft and said they were preparing
a history on Vietnam, and they sent me a draft covering the period 1954 to 1960 and said, "If you
have any changes or suggestions, make them on the margin, and we'd appreciate it."

Well, I mulled over that a little while and I sit down at this old typewriter and took out some
foolscap paper and wrote them five or six pages, almost paragraph by paragraph of what they'd
said was wrong and what I thought was wrong and sent it back to them. Then I wrote to an
officer up there, an ex-officer that I'd known that had written some books and had been kind
enough to send me an autographed copy--and I think his name was [Charles] MacDonald. Does
that name mean anything to you? I told him, "If you're still with that outfit up there, you sure
better do some looking around. I've got this thing down here and I've written a number of pages."
I said, "The stuff that the historical section put out on World War II," I said, "I used some of
those things as reference datas." Well, hell, here's one of them right here, for instance. That's
Rearming the French. That's put out by that office.

I said, "That's some of the best stuff I ever read. Beside [that] this thing that they sent down here
is atrocious. And if that office can't do as good as it did on World War I, I think you ought to do
something about it." He wrote back and told me, "We have examined your comments. We had a
murder board here, and your comments were discussed, and we've decided, in view of your
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comments and others--"and he didn't say who the others were-"that the work was not of
satisfactory stature, and we've given the historian twelve months to rewrite." And he says, "I can
assure you that when we do publish, it'll be as good as anything we published on World War 11,
or it won't be published at all." "Sincerely and cordially" and so forth, and that's the last I heard.

But I heard no more about that. Then I got another letter from some other man--I don't know who
he was, I don't remember his name--he said, "We're making a pictorial history of the Vietnamese
War and we find that we have no pictures for our pictorial history prior to 1960, and we're about
to go to press. Can you furnish me any pictures that could be included in such a volume?" Well, 1
wrote back and I said, "I'm sure that I have a lot of pictures here, filed away in this place and that
and another, but I have none immediately available." And I said, "Here's two or three that are
available, and I'll send those to you." And I sent them to him, and I got back an answer. He said,
"Well, these are fine and we'll hold them and see whether we use them or not, but we were
looking for something less formal." He said, "We're about to go to press until we discovered here
that we had nothing prior to 1960." So I wrote back and I said, "How in the hell can you put out a
pictorial history of South Vietnam and have it start some time in 1960?" I said, "You remember
the French fought a war out there, and we got our nose in it in 1954, and that's six years before
your history begins."

Q: I was going to say you need to go back to about 1945, I would say, if you want to pick it up at
the beginning.

WILLIAMS: So that's the last of those people, and as I say, I've lost faith in them. So when they
start talking about records--other people have talked to me about records. People at the
University of Texas, egged on by some of my University of Texas alumni friends, communicated
with me, and I answered their letters and so forth, and they suggested eventually that I put my
files down in the University of Texas museum at E1 Paso, Texas. One of my very good friends
was Slam Marshall. His records are there. Then for some reason or another, somehow or another,
the Hoover Institution of War, Peace and Revolution got hold of my name out at Stanford, and
they wrote me a letter, and I started corresponding with them, and I ended up by shipping lock,
stock and barrel.

Addendum

WILLIAMS: As this is the end of this interview let me summarize by repeating that when I was
sent to South Vietnam in 1955 my Directive was a) to organize, train, and equip a South
Vietnamese army, navy, and air force; b) that I was to support the regime of President Ngo Dinh
Diem.

This Directive was not changed during my tour in Vietnam which was extended from the normal
two year tour to five years.

I would be remiss if I did not include remarks about the U.S. military personnel assigned to help
me as Chief of MAAG. Without exception the officers, NCOs, and soldiers assigned by the
army, the navy and the marines, and the air force, especially the army, were of a high calibre. Far
above the average. Several of the army officers went on to higher rank and some eventually
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retired as general officers. More should have.

We had no disciplinary problems among the U.S. military and the use of drugs or the excessive

use of liquor was unknown. No commander could have asked for better help. The problem was

the numbers were inadequate for the tasks at hand. This shortage was not corrected until several
years after I'd left Vietnam.

CHRISTIAN A. CHAPMAN
Political Officer
Saigon (1957-1958)

Christian A. Chapman served 10 months in Saigon (1957-1958) before being
transferred to Laos. He was born in 1921 in France of American parents. He
entered the Foreign Service 1951, serving in Morocco, Lebanon, Iran,
Luxembourg, Paris, and Cyprus. He was interviewed in 1990 by Charles Stuart
Kennedy.

Q: Your next post Saigon, was another trouble spot. How did this happen?

CHAPMAN: I was in the foreign service to be active. It was a French speaking area, and it was
going through a difficult period. I was single and that was a factor. I was sent as deputy chief of
the political section, which was a very nice promotion. This was in 1957.

I was acting chief for several months because the previous chief had left. Tom Bowie, the new
political Counselor, came in three or four months later. It was fun.

Q: Who was the ambassador?

CHAPMAN: Durbrow. Durbrow came in after Reinhardt and Daniel Anderson was the DCM.
As a Foreign Service tit-bit, the administrative counselor asked me to stay in the residence to
keep an eye on things in the interim between the two ambassadors. I jumped at the chance and
there gave some of the best parties ever in my whole career. It was elegant living!

Q: What was the situation as you saw it in 1957?

CHAPMAN: I think all of us felt it very difficult to penetrate the Vietnamese situation. I
attended a number of so called political meetings and there were a lot of formalized speeches in
Vietnamese. Not knowing Vietnamese it was difficult really to get a grasp of the reality of
political life. Diem and his family were very close knit, and completely ran the show, which was
in the tradition of the country. Flowering democracies are not many in this world.

There was no political party that was impressive as such or that you could determine its true

configuration. The country had completed what I call the French chapter in 1954 with the signing
of the Geneva Agreement and the departure of the French administration. Many of us were
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disquieted by the tensions that existed between French and Americans and it just happened that
there was a group of recently arrived young American officers who spoke French well and were
trying to bridge the gap between the French and ourselves. Some Americans were coming over
and saying, "well, now that we're here, we are going to save the situation, and the French don't
know how to do anything. They fought the war poorly but now we're going to be here and teach
the Vietnamese how to fight."

These were American military officers mostly. Particularly, the more senior officers. The
captains and lieutenants who had been out in the field, had a much better appreciation of what
was involved than the colonels and generals.

The lieutenant general in charge of the MAG at that time was called Hanging Sam Williams,
because he had been responsible at Nuremberg for overseeing the execution of the prisoners
condemned to death.

The junior officers had a better sense of the nature of the insecurity, than the senior military
coming out of World War II. The latter tended to be disparaging of the French; the junior
officers, both military and civilian, felt that this was not a terribly intelligent attitude, because the
French had a good understanding of the country and still held very important positions. To start
with, the Vietnamese leadership spoke French more than English and still felt surprisingly
warmly towards France. There were French schools and French businesses were still a major
factor. So most of us thought it was better working with them rather than against them.

1957 was a year of restoring relations between the French and American embassies. We
managed quite well but with the military it remained difficult. These were also some of the rare
years of peace between 1954 and 1960, when the war heated up again. In 1957, you could
actually drive a car from Saigon all the way to the highlands. There was a remarkable sense of
security and it was a beautiful country. The people are hard working and interesting. Very
pleasant and interesting posting.

Q: Did you feel optimistic about how things were going to go?

CHAPMAN: I think we were optimistic because we were putting in a lot of money, a lot of
effort and a lot of good people, and felt that Vietnam could be built up into a viable country.

Q: Having come from Iran where you were seeing this corruption, did you feel this was being
duplicated.

CHAPMAN: Again, it is so hard for a foreigner to measure such things. There was a feeling that
Diem was absolutely honest, but that feeling didn't extend to his family. That was one of the
strong factors that led us to support him. He was a stabilizing influence. He was clean. He was
patriotic. He represented a tradition, even though he was a Catholic, and he represented a moral
force. But even in '57, we were debating among ourselves how much support Diem had among
his people. Our impression was that Diem was very rigid and that he was alienating a lot of his
countrymen. The country had been very heavily worked over by the communists, who were still
gaining positions in the countryside. So while we respected Diem, we had a very uncomfortable
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feeling that he was not establishing the sort of authority that would pull the country together. To
this day, I find it very difficult to make a judgement of how in fact he was viewed by the
Vietnamese themselves because after his murder, there was a series of coups but there was no
one who was really able to establish his authority. In countries like Vietnam which have always
experienced authoritarian regimes, it is crucial to have a respected central authority, and to be
able to work with it.

So it was a time of hope. Diem represented a leader of eminent qualities: honesty, patriotism,
seriousness. In many ways he represented the kind of leader whom we have looked for in many
developing countries, but we remained nagged by doubts regarding his ability to cope in a
confrontation with a major communist challenge.

DAVID 1. HITCHCOCK, JR.
Public Affairs Officer, USIS
Hue (1957-1958)

David I. Hitchcock, Jr. was born in Massachusetts in 1928. He graduated from
Dartmouth and Colombia and served in the U.S. Army. He joined USIA in 1957,
serving in Vietnam, Japan several times, Israel, and Washington, DC. He was
interviewed by G. Lewis Schmidt in 1992.

HITCHCOCK: I was the second PAO in Hue. It was the first post outside of Saigon.
Q: Which years were you in Hue?

HITCHCOCK: 1957-59. Bob Lochner was the PAO in Saigon when I got there.

Q: What was the nature of your work there?

HITCHCOCK: I had two major roles. I was the U.S. advisor to the Vietnamese Information
Service in Central Vietnam, and to that end, traveled a great deal with and without Vietnamese
officials, advising them on how to get their information program going more successfully. It was
a regional post in that sense. We covered Da Nang; we covered the four prefectures of Central
Vietnam, as well as Hue.

The second, and perhaps in the end, more important project was to assist the University of Hue
and get it going. This was Ngo Dinh Diem's favorite project. He had persuaded some young,
talented Vietnamese who had been trained in Paris, Brussels, New York or London, to come
back and become the faculty of this first university where everything would be taught in
Vietnamese. Everything was taught in French in the universities in Saigon and Hanoi.

In Hue, this faculty was, in effect, writing its own text books as they went along. I helped to cast

a net to the US for interested foundations and others who could offer to help get this new
university going; to get a Fulbright program going; to launch a major book donation program for

251



the university: these were activities that [ was involved in. In the end, another aspect of my job
was to be a "morale booster" for this university's faculty, which very soon found itself
demoralized by the authoritarian character -- not so much of Ngo Dinh Diem's, but of his
brother, Ngo Dinh Kanh in Hue, who quickly squashed all intellectual journals and free speech
that these young teachers had brought back from abroad with them.

He outlawed dancing. One of my major accomplishments in Hue was to get the government to
allow me -- it took me a month -- to hold a dance party in my house for 12 young Vietnamese
faculty members and their spouses, with the curtains down and the music not too loud. There
wasn't a dry eye in the house by the end of the evening, because this was the first time...it
became a symbol of all of their frustration with the iron rule they found themselves under in Hue,
when they thought they were going to practice Jeffersonian Democracy in a free society. [They
were very naive. |

Q: To what extent did the government crack down on their curriculum?

HITCHCOCK: It began to do that also, but it cracked down more on their intellectual activities
and journals. Some of them were arrested. My wife, Lee, started the first Vietnamese-American
Association outside of Saigon in Hue, with my help. You never could tell how many people were
going to be in our class, because some of them who weren't there, had disappeared during the
night. Of course the Viet Cong was beginning to target district chiefs in the rural areas, not in the
city. And they were not targeting us, although I had an armed jeep with me whenever I went up
to Quang Tri or went across from the coast inland towards Laos, near the border.

At the beginning of my tour, we were very active in interviewing refugees who were still coming
across from north of the parallel, and getting their stories to the VOA.

CHESTER H. OPAL
Public Affairs Officer, USIS
Saigon (1957-1960)

Chester H. Opal was born in Illinois in 1918. He joined the Department of State
in 1946 and later USIA. He served in Poland, Italy, Austria, Mexico, Vietnam,
and Washington, DC. He was interviewed by G. Lewis Schmidt in 1989.

OPAL: I opted for Far East on my spring trip in '57: it was a new area for me. George Hellyer
was the area director for Far East in the Agency and learned of my interest in the Far East. Since
French was one of my languages, he thought he had somebody. So he asked me to take the
country PAO job in Saigon the upcoming fall. I tentatively agreed, and I visited the Vietnam on
my War College tour. It was good that I did, as I learned on the very first day I was in charge on
October 22, 1957, a month after I reached Saigon to take over my duties.

I spent from 1957 to 1960, 30 months, in Saigon, as country PAO. USIS was one of the larger
posts in the world, with over 220 locals and some 20 Americans and actually some other contract
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employees. We had operations in Hue and, during my time, in Cantho and the peninsula. With
the help of facilities in Manila, we produced a weekly newspaper, a newsreel under Alan Fisher,
and a monthly illustrated magazine. We originated radio programs for the Saigon government
and operated an information center in Saigon itself.

On October 22, 1957, during the Colombo Conference there, the communists targeted the
Americans for the first time since the Korean War. We couldn't believe that the Viet Cong were
doing this -- in fact, our first surmise was that the French were doing it. A couple of years before,
when some bombs went off in flower pots and under car-hoods around American homes, we
found the French were doing it. They hated us. They didn't want us taking over the country. So
you assumed it was they. But it was a little dangerous, what they were doing, and we found
people with maps, routes, and everything, and it was the Viet Cong from the north. They had me
targeted, and they had two generals, General Williams and Meyer of the Military Assistance
Advisory Group (MAAG), and Wesley Fishel, who was head of Michigan State Advisory Group,
which was training the police and the civil service in Saigon.

I escaped because of a fluke of timing. My language tutor was late that morning, and so we left
my house a little after 9:00. I would always have my language lesson just after breakfast and
between 8:00 and 9:00. We were a little late. We came to the palace, and there was a wooden
horse in front of the street leading in front of it, because they were doing some repairs farther
down the street. We took a route on a side street.

My bomber, it was later learned, was waiting about 20 feet beyond this on the palace street,
behind a tree, and he was all set to blow me up as I came by. The generals just took diversionary
routes because they always did; they never took the same routes. Wes Fishel had the flu, so he
was safe. Anyway, they bombed a bachelor officers quarters billet, and made an attempt against
our men at the airport. Then because I had been to the post just that one day in the spring of '57,
when I'd asked someone to take me over to the library center, I found an American librarian,
Nance O'Neill, working at her desk, and it was during the siesta hour. Here she was working at
her desk, and it was terrifically hot. I thought, "What a terrible thing." It was a Sunday, and she
worked there all the time. She was a work horse.

Well, I remembered this, and when the bombings went off on the MAAG billet, and they got the
bachelors' office quarters, (I didn't yet know they were after for the generals and me), and as
soon as | got to the office, I said, "Call our center. Call the library." They couldn't get through.
So I sent Walmsley, my executive officer, across town with the words, "Get everybody out of
there!" It was approaching noon. I said, "Get Nance O'Neill out of there, too. I don't want her to
even have lunch there or even hand around." So they got her and everybody else out.

I went home and took a siesta. I was wakened from my nap by some fellow from the security
office. He said, jokingly, "Okay, what other prediction do you have?" The Viet Cong had
bombed the center. The bomb had been placed in a book and put on a shelf. It blew down the
whole wall right over Nance's desk, and it destroyed the tables. What was terrible about this
thing was that the local employees who worked in the library slept on the tables during the lunch
hour, the siesta hours. They slept on the tables during the siesta hours, and she worked in the
back room. All of this was just avoided because I'd been there in the spring and seen this woman
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working on Sunday. I thought, "This woman has no gift for time. Time doesn't mean anything to
her." And I was right. Of course, she was always grateful.

I tried to turn it into a joke. A couple of days later, they had the South Vietnamese Independence
Day parade in Saigon. They had chiefs of staff and General "Big" Minh, who was later head of
the government after Diem fell, came by standing in his tank, and General "Little" Minh right
behind him, and the troops marching. We Americans officials were in a little stand, sitting up on
benches. Behind us was the Saigon harbor of the Saigon River. Wham! Pow! Rockets or a
cannon or something went off behind us, and it was just a salute. The president was about to
come, and this was a salute. Everybody was tensed up because just a couple of days before we'd
had these bombings. So I, with great to-do, stepped down from my seat, stood in front of
everybody in the stands, and I said, "I regret to say I have but one library to give to my country."
All laughed, and this broke the tension. (Laughs) It was a gay, gay ceremony. But [ was as tense
as anybody, I can tell you.

After that, I had a precede car and a follow car and a security man riding shotgun in the front
seat. I lived in what had been the home of the French admiral of the French Government, their
imperial government. It was a huge house, and I had a Sikh guard who slept all the time. He was
not really a guard. I told the security people, "Why don't you tell him to stay awake? He's not
guarding anything." This was an enormous place. I had rooms for 15 people -- servants,
monkeys. They had monkeys back there and everything! In fact, anybody had access. I knew that
my number-one gal was a concubine for the cook of the acting Defense minister, a great pal of
mine. [ knew that. This is not security; the cook could come and go any time during the night.

Somebody in the embassy dreamed up this business of locking the gates every night, with the
Sikh still as the guard. So we locked the gates every night. So this damn thing had to be opened
and closed all night long for the concubine! (Laughs) Well, this was not security. But I did
discover, too, that there were men on pedicabs, the Saigon pedicabs, who were security police,
and they were planted all over the place, watching. But nothing happened to me, thank God.

Now I'll go back to Vietnam. I think we were covering a little bit of the objectives of the
program when we were talking last. When I came to Vietnam, we needed a new country paper,
and I had great difficulty getting one that the ambassador would approve. The problem in
Vietnam was that we had to sell Diem to his own people. We were not selling the United States,
we were not really selling American objectives, except tangentially and coincidentally, if they
matched those of the Diem government. This struck me as a legitimate enterprise in the light of
our policy, although this is just the sort of policy that burned us in Iraq when Nuri Pasha fell in
1958, as our ambassador there, Waldemar Gallman, later recounted in his book. It's the same all-
our-eggs-in-one-basket policy that hurt us in Iran, too, later on.

We had a weekly newsreel that Alan Fisher produced with a Filipino staff, which would be
processed in the regional production center in Manila. By this newsreel, which was mainly to
promote the U.S. aid program in Vietnam, we hoped to cement Diem's own relationship with his
own people, to give him identification with his own people, because in Saigon and generally in
the Cochin China part of South Vietnam, there was a feeling that Diem was not one of them
simply because of his Annamese accent, and he spoke French whenever he could, even to his
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own people, because this was the second language of the country, thanks to the ninety-year
French colonial influence.

We Americans also faced this problem where we had a state within a state. There was a secret
state, actually, like Chiang Kai-shek's Kuomintang relation to the Chinese people. There was a
certain amount of control of the population which was not at all the kind of control that was
exercised in the north. I used to say the difference was that in South Vietnam, if a man wanted to
study the color of flowers, he could do it. In the north, if he studied flowers, he had to work in
the message that the flowers had this color because they served the Party interest. There's a great
difference in a positive statement. In the south, there was that kind of freedom, relatively.

As a consequence, we had many of the products of USIS which were indigenous in their
appearance, at least. These were not black propaganda, but they were obviously promoting
Vietnam. We talked much more of Vietnamese developments and Vietnamese tradition than we
did of American or worldwide events. This made for a different program, too. This was all
necessary. Diem was our choice, he was anti-communist, and quite vigorously so.

Madame Nhu and I had a strange relationship. I was believed by the palace to be unfriendly to
their interest. Madame Nhu, who had a negative view of the Minister of Information, Tranh Chan
Thanh (Diem's own choice), never felt that he was her man. Once she invited me to the palace
and I went. She designed a whole interview, if [ may put it so, such that we went from big
reception room to little reception room, and wound up behind closed doors in the room adjoining
her bedroom. Her intent, obviously, was to create an impression that I was her lover. I later wrote
a dispatch on this. We conversed in French the whole time. I had one little cup of tea on my lap,
which I carried from room to room as it got colder.

OPAL: I never got to drink the tea, and I assured everybody, including the ambassador, that I had
it the whole time that I was in the palace. Well, nobody believed me -- it's like the question, are
you still beating your wife? -- and the reason they didn't believe me is that Madame Nhu made it
a point in front of my wife, at the palace, at ceremonies and so on, to make sure that she cavorted
before me in her latest gown or dress. She used to pirouette before me. All of this was a
deliberate act on her part. In the States, as you know, she was known as "the dragon lady." She
was the power behind the throne, and her husband was the brother of President Diem. This was
to frighten anybody who had close relations with me and would therefore be a little more
circumspect because they would then believe that I was in her pocket, so to speak, and therefore
they couldn't be as confidential with me, they couldn't be as intimate with me in their relations.
I'm referring to the other ministers, the nominal Minister of Defense, who was a close friend, and
also Tranh Chan Thanh.

I might parenthetically say that after Diem was deposed and there was a great purging going on
under "Big" Minh, one of the generals -- I don't know if this was in the time of Nguyen Cao Khi
or whoever -- but at any rate, in 1964 or 65 I received a wire from Mim Johnson, who was a gal
of ours in Paris and had been in Vietnam while I was there, in which she asked whether I would
please say something about Thanh, whose life was in danger. She'd been in Saigon and knew that
I had worked with him, and could I say something in his support? I sent back a telegram
supporting him and saying that he was an honorable man, and that he hadn't been difficult in the
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way others in the Diem government had been. As I understand, this and other statements of this
kind managed to save his life. He later headed the constituent assembly in Vietnam that wrote a
new constitution. Of course, this was all in the sixties, after my time.

The use of law by Madame Nhu to get a Catholic family bill passed in a country that was 90%
Buddhist or animists was a violation of social tradition. This was typical of her attitude toward
her own people, which was expressed very horribly years later when they were taking to the
streets, and Buddhists were burning themselves, and she said, "Let them barbecue themselves."
The new gospel of Personalism which derived from Mounier in Paris, a combination of a kind of
socialism and Catholicism based on the person, was a new ideology which the Ngos were trying
to graft on people to whom this was, for the most part, quite alien. This was part of our difficulty.

One thing I felt very strongly, and I used to impress this on Wolfe Ladejinsky, who was counsel
to President Diem, and who used to come and put his feet up and "flirt", as he put it, with my
wife during all my years in Saigon, and who was running the land redistribution program. I
believed that it was important for Diem and Diem's government to have the support of the
American people. The support could only come when, whether wisely or unwisely, the American
people felt that there was some democratization going on in Vietnam. The more the South
Vietnamese government seemed to be imposing restrictions, the more Brother Nhu was seen as
the power behind the throne and so on, the more the American journalists would report with a
very critical eye -- which was in fact the process that prevailed through the whole Vietnam War.
This went on from the very beginning of our time there.

I tried to impress this upon Mr. Orem of Orem Associates, who were handling public relations
for President Diem in the United States. I said that unless the American people saw South
Vietnam proceeding in a democratic line, eventually the Diem government would lose support in
this country. This, as it turned out, was what happened. I remember telling our Agency deputy,
Don Wilson, in 1964 that I felt that the Vietnam War would be fought on the streets of New
York, and he said, "What do you mean -- troops?" I said, "No. The demonstrations." I didn't
foresee the free speech movement at Berkeley [California] or anything else, but I just felt the
American people would not countenance any kind of war in which they felt they were supporting
an oppressive government.

We remember very well how every step was taken to impress the American people with the
fundamentally humane government in the Soviet Union during the war when they were allies.
I've talked earlier about how Bert Wolfe, for example, couldn't get published because he was
critical.

At any rate, Orem took this to notion to the palace, where Diem and his tribe accepted this as
proof of the fact that I was out of sympathy with him. One local Vietnamese girl, who remained
anonymous, wrote a letter published in The Washington Post, with the help of one of our
American staff photographers in Manila. It was critical of conditions in South Vietnam. The
palace was convinced that I was behind it. Our photographer had visited South Vietnam for
purposes of developing materials for a Vietnamese language publication which was distributed in
Vietnam. (This publication, I might say, was the currency used in barter in the provinces, it was
so well dressed up and "permanent".) He had been distressed by conditions there, and he had
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talked to this Vietnamese girl. He had given her the address of the editor of The Washington
Post, and they assumed, since the photographer nominally was under my charge while in their
country, that this was somehow my idea. It was not. But at any rate, because the girl was critical
of the Diem regime, I was felt to be critical as well. Whatever I may have felt about the regime, I
certainly never stated it publicly, and I was very careful about it in that respect.

However, I will say that while I was in the post in Saigon, there was a full-scale security
investigation of me because of views that I had expressed under classified circumstances to a
member of the faculty of the National War College that had come on a Far Eastern trip in 1958.
Anthony Bouscaren, who was said to be the leading McCarthyite in American education, was the
temporary faculty member involved. Bouscaren was at my table when I gave a dinner for several
of the War College class who were visiting, and I told him, in a way which was meant to be
taken ironically, that the North Vietnamese had a "more democratic" constitution than we did;
why, they even quote the Declaration of Independence. He never understood that I was just being
ironic in that sense, and he took everything that I said as the literal, serious truth. I said, "There is
a lot that is going on here that could be better from the standpoint of acceptability to the
American people, but I'm not sure your briefings tomorrow are going to elaborate on them." Just
as I had talked to Orem, quite openly, in a frank discussion between men on the same side of the
struggle. At any rate, this with Bouscaren was a closed meeting, with only men cleared for
highest security. I think there were three people. William Kehoe, of my staff, was one of those at
my table, although I never thought I'd need a witness to this.

At any rate, when Bouscaren got back to Washington, he met with a Catholic group. One
member of the Catholic group was Edward "Ted" Heffron, who was our public affairs officer in
Malaysia. Heffron denounced me to the Agency, and started this security inquiry on the basis of
which I was said to be out of sympathy with U.S. policy and godknowswhat else.

Q: Ted Heffron was on the staff in USIS-Brazil when I was deputy and then acting head of the
program. He was noted for his far-right-wing views, and he was a devoted Catholic. Jack Vebber
was the PAO. He warned me to be very careful about saying anything in Ted's presence that
might even remotely be construed as left-leaning. Ted later proved on several other occasions
that he was capable of the kind of thing you mention.

OPAL: This is interesting, because let me tell you what the upshot was. Of course, the inquiry
was held and reported also to CINCPAC, and the admiral there sent an admiral to the post, and
he talked to Ambassador Durbrow and me. Durbrow couldn't have cared less. I mean, he thought
all of us were woolly-eyed liberals -- and that "included those guys in the Department." USIS
and Washington was full of woolly-eyed liberals, you see. I don't know where this "woolly-eyed"
came from, but he certainly believed that. That was one of the reasons I had difficulty getting my
country plan approved. He couldn't understand why I should worry about democratization in
Vietnam.

Also at this time, the time that the security question arose, I was asked to come back to chair a
promotion panel. I had just had about five months before come down with a sciatic attack. The
sciatic was a very serious one. I used literally to crawl up into the embassy elevator, lie on the
floor, crawl to my desk, and lie on the sofa, working. I did this for three months. I conducted my
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affairs. I didn't lose a day in the office that I can remember, but this is how I worked. Durbrow,
perhaps to get me off the scene or even out of personal sympathy, was very happy to take this
occasion when the telegram appointing me to a selection panel in Washington came through, and
he said, yes, Opal could take the relief from the post, that I wasn't in good health and so on. I'm
sure he wasn't without some sympathy for my condition either. He always was civil to me, and |
admired his hard-working dedication and his hard-headedness.

But because the security investigation was on, this became germane to our whole program in a
way. This is the only time that I have seen where the fact that the Agency is independent of State
had a meaning. George Allen was Director of the Agency at the time. He sent a telegram, and he
said, "No, we've decided to keep him at the post and let him serve out his time." As a matter of
fact, I served two and a half years instead of the regular two years at this hardship post. Allen,
instead of bringing me back, decided that Durbrow was trying to get rid of somebody, and this
was his way of doing it. Whether this was so or not was beside the point; the point was that the
Agency could not have done this if I had been part of the State Department. He knew Durbrow,
he knew what type of person he was, and decided that this was the whole point. He wanted me to
go through the whole security thing, which cleared me completely. Bill Kehoe was called and
couldn't remember the conversation very well, but it was obvious that this was a hatchet job.

I must say, then, in 1959, I was at a PAO conference in Baguio in the Philippines, and at the end
of the week's sessions, Ted Heffron came over to me and said, "I've had my eye on you."

I said, "Why?"

He said, "Well, I want you to know that I have never heard anybody talk about the Cold War and
about the menace of communism as eloquently and as wisely as you have. I have a confession to
make to you. I am the man who denounced you. When I go back, I'm going to write a letter to
everybody that I wrote my original letter to and tell them that I was absolutely wrong, and that I
regret it. I'll meet with anybody and tell him why I was wrong to do this thing."

I hadn't realized it was Heffron. I had no idea what had started this. I thought it was purely
Bouscaren writing a letter, but it was not. It came out of this Catholic group -- and me, a one
time Catholic! Heffron told me about the Catholic group. Another man that they denounced was
Bob Clarke, who was PAO in Hong Kong. What was Bob's curse? Bob had said -- and many of
us believed this -- we would never really have any kind of standing and thorough diplomatic
relations with Asia until Red China is recognized. After all, when Ike tried to surface this idea at
West Point once, the press and the lobby in Washington just castigated him, and he pulled in his
horns. So there were many people who felt this. This is true.

In fact, at that conference in Baguio, I presented a paper which I called "The Porcupine Theory
of Chinese-Soviet Relations." I said, "They should be driven so close together that eventually
China will draw apart," which is precisely what happened. It was interesting, because the shaking
of heads, and even the puzzlement of George Allen, who was at this meeting, was strange to
behold. I thought, "What have I proposed here?" But I felt that this was something. I said, "This
is the Schopenhauer theory of porcupines. Their gregarious instincts draw them together, but
their quills drive them apart." At any rate, it's things like this, I guess, that made some sort of an
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impression on Heffron and made him confess. That's the only background of it that I ever
discovered. It was all a mystery. This is a strange thing, too. It was a mysterious denunciation,
and I had to answer in the dark, unable to face my accuser.

At any rate, I got a letter from our security people saying that the security clearance that I'd had
at such and such a date had been renewed. No reference to the inquiry or anything else. But this
was a distressing thing in many ways. It could only have come because of this Catholic group
and because of Bouscaren. I think they were connected somehow with the Maryknoll Fathers,
with whom President Diem lived as a recluse while in the States and who sponsored him. Diem
was really a defrocked priest at heart. He was a very pious, very chaste man. So this was the
thing that I ran into there.

Also we had programs that were addressed principally to the 1 million Chinese who lived mainly
in Cholon, who were being wooed by Red China. Diem had policies toward them which were
cruel, in a way. He banned their language, he made sure that they were integrated into
Vietnamese society without their own native customs and so on. Chiang Kai-shek, over in
Taiwan, even objected to these policies, but he had no effect. Diem proved right, because the
Chinese, who were great accommodators, accommodated themselves to this thing. Working
among them for an anti-communist cause were Belgian and Chinese priests who had come out of
China and who felt very strongly about the Red Chinese and the communist government there.
So it was not hard to work among these people and to get them at least seemingly on our side.

I don't know how the Chinese behaved during the war itself. I left Vietnam in spring of 1960.
The Viet Cong were attacking in battalion force, and in the provinces they would rob the cashiers
of the plantations, which remained French still, destroying village elders, beheading and killing
village elders, probably 50 a month by that time. But it was not a big engagement in the sense
that it became later.

The MAAG group, our military assistance advisor group, had only 660 people in Vietnam when
I left. They had 300 people on the equipment recovery mission and 300 training the Vietnamese
military. I felt -- and most of us, even in the military -- that we were training -- and it was
probably reasonable under the circumstances -- for a 1950s-like invasion from the north, crossing
the river by the North Vietnamese, and there would be that Korean War kind of warfare, not the
deep engagement of guerrilla forces in caves and using the Ho Chi Minh Trail that later
developed. But there was nothing we could do about that, and the USIS program was mainly one
to make Diem and what he stood for a part of the culture and the society of the time.

While I was in Vietnam, one of the public affairs meetings we had in Baguio, under George
Allen also (this is the one where I presented my "porcupine paper"), I made a crack which
George Allen took umbrage at. We had just had the written exam which was given to people in
our reserve programs to make them career officers, and several of our people took the exam and
apparently did very well. But I said at this meeting, "You know, we talk about cultural shock and
so on, how our officers go overseas and have culture shock. I don't think our Agency en masse
has ever suffered the kind of cultural shock that our officers did when they faced that written
exam. This was the greatest cultural shock they ever experienced of their life." Of course,
everybody laughed, but they knew very well what I meant. It was a serious document which
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called for a lot of knowledge and a lot of understanding of America, and I thought in many ways
a good exercise.

Among the other programs we had there was an English-language center, where I had a
succession of madmen in charge. I had more madmen in Vietnam. I would have madmen on my
staffs everywhere, but I had really a concentration of them in Vietnam. We had people breaking
down in Poland, and I've had them elsewhere. But in Vietnam, they came cuckoo. We had one
fellow, Joe Flickop. He provided me with a lesson in personnel management. When we had our
bombings in October, he got a call from Boston. His mother had seen headlines about Saigon
bombed. She telephoned Saigon and asked for her son. He answered the phone but she thought
he was a ringer. He said, "Mama, this is Joe! This is Joe Flickop! No, I'm not a ghost. I'm not a
substitute. Mommy, this is Joe! Remember Uncle Willie? He's my uncle. Remember the sled I
hid under my bed? I'm alive! This is Joe! I'm alive!" I went and summarily hung up the phone, he
was tying up my line. I had no idea what was going on, that the whole of Saigon was wiped out
in the Boston tabloids.

Anyway, Flickop, whom I loved, was slightly kooky. He manufactured a ghost family of three
children and two wives and nobody got on him until he started to talk about the spooks. Then
there was some objection to him. Well, he'd settled down when I discovered, by a little bit of
staff work, that he went around into local taverns with a billfold, which he took out for
everybody to behold the photos of his imaginary wives and imaginary family. So I called him in
one day and talked to him. He calmed down and stopped all this business about the spooks,
which was what had brought him to my attention. I told him I used the word "the enemy" and
nobody knew what I was talking about when I spoke of "spooks." I advised he do the same. It
was my patented word, used by another man in the embassy, too, I learned. Then because he was
just a Junior Officer Trainer (JOT), he was going to spend the major part of his two years abroad
in Vietnam. For his last nine months Personnel was assigning him to Laos, to Vientiane. |
remember telling him -- and I've used this line ever since -- I said, "Joe, you're going to
Vientiane. Laos is the end of the universe! This is like being assigned to Siberia or Aden or
Tegucigalpa. Do you realize, from now on you're going to have a career in which you're going to
be able to confront a personnel officer and lean down to him, and say, 'No, sir, ['ve already been
to Vientiane!' You're going to be able to say that the rest of your career!"

The reason I cite this is that once I was questioned in Washington in the sixties, when I came
back from Saigon, on how I felt about men who had had no foreign service experience heading
up Agency personnel. I said, actually I didn't object to it if either the director or the deputy had
no foreign service experience. It didn't bother me. I think one of them should, but if the director
or the deputy did not, it didn't bother me, because I think what happened with personnel people
who have had too much foreign service experience is that they get autobiographical about it and
personalize it. They will not listen sympathetically to complaints about posts. They say, "Well,
when [ went into the Service, it had all those horrible places. I went there, by God, they sent me
there, and you're going to go there." And the more you protest for one reason or another because
of your family and so on, the less response you're going to get from them. It seemed to me that a
personnel officer who took that autobiographical view didn't necessarily enter anything
meaningful into his analysis of personnel needs.
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At any rate, a little bit of less of that, I felt, would be helpful. For this reason, once I was asked
by Bill Weathersby, who headed Personnel, how I felt about this, and I told him I had no
objection to a domestic personnel man having to do with foreign personnel. Somebody said,
"That's interesting. Would you give me a memo on it?"

I'said, "No, I won't give you a memo. I'll let you quote me and I'll back you up."

He said, "That's not the general feeling." This, oddly enough, got to Mosley some way or another
when he was appointed Personnel chief in spite of having no foreign service experience, and he
said that apparently this had become doctrine, but was probably descended from God, they
probably found it written on the tablets on Mt. Sinai or something. It's no longer attributed to me,
by which, I mean, it became authoritative. At any rate, it was a point. But Joe Flickop, bless him,
was the man who started this little chain of thought in my life.

The use of the Manila Regional Center, which I think was started up by Earl Wilson a long time
ago, was marvelous from the standpoint of operations throughout the region. It was a very
sophisticated outfit with a lot of excellent facilities available. In fact, I think our film and our
radio unit also had people who had worked there and were working on scene in South Vietnam,
who were marvelous. They were such superb professionals, and also very wise. In all the time |
was there, I never had any flak on policy or anything. [ used to try to communicate policy, but I
had to rely, just because of the size of the operation, on the common sense of Alan Fisher and
our radio officer, Hunt Downs, who later wrote a novel on Vietnam which I titled for him, The
Compassionate Tiger and got published through my agent. These people were just given to
feeling the atmosphere and communicating it. But the main thing was the locals who could
handle it because of the language. Except for one man I assigned to open our facilities in Can
Tho, none of my people knew the language. Without the locals we were lost.

Q: By the way, the man who ultimately became the chief local editor, Filipino, in the Manila
center, is now in the United States, and I think he's a citizen now. He's publishing the only
Filipino newspaper in California.

OPAL: In the Filipino language? In Tagalog? In English?

Q: English.

OPAL: English is their lingua franca, really.

Q: It's a weekly, and he puts it out. It's quite a newspaper, about 36 or 40 pages, and he puts it
out weekly. When I was president of USIA, he sent me several copies of it, and I got a little note
about him in the last newsletter, saying that here was this man who had been trained by USIA in
the center, made an editor, and now he was in the States running this paper.

OPAL: That's wonderful. You know, it's interesting that the fellow who ran the press section, a
Lebanese, is in Washington now as the head of something in our Near Eastern IPS. George

Shehade is his name. He's from a very distinguished family. He was a wonderful person and the
kind of person who absorbed your own feelings almost by instinct, took your own coloration,
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and you could trust him implicitly in his motives and in his expression of views. George was one
of my tutelary spirits in Beirut. These people helped us educate ourselves. These were great
people.

In 1960, I got on board the S.S. of the Messageries Maritimes. Maybe this story doesn't bear
repeating. Anyway, there was a delegation that came aboard the ship it lay in harbor in Saigon,
as [ was getting set to return with my family to the States on home leave. This was after 30
months in the hot-house of Vietnam. This delegation, General Williams' wife and his staff, I
think his chief of staff, marched aboard and presented me with a plaque. The plaque said, "C.H.
Opal, Corporal (simulated)," and cited me for intrepidity and all sorts of silly virtues that made
up the acronym, USIS. At any rate, this was a great tribute to me, because I was being promoted
right there in my name. It showed that something that had happened years before at the National
War College was somewhere remembered, and had preceded me to Vietnam.

At the War College in 1956-57, General Patch, who was the Commandant of the U.S. Marine
Corps, delivered one of those special two-hour lectures, at the end of which for 20 minutes we
would question him from the floor. I came from lunch that day, I suppose sleepy and from too
many martinis -- two, at least -- and I was sort of groggy. An Air Force colonel on the faculty
grabbed my arm and said, "Why don't you ask the general what the Marine Corps does that
volunteer groups in the other services can't and don't do." He said this as I was passing by and I
proceeded to my seat. I sat there, and then when the general was soliciting questions from the
class, I sort of tentatively raised my hand, and sure enough, they called on me. So I stood up and
heard myself repeating the colonel's words, "General, sir, can you tell me what the Marine Corps
does that volunteer groups in the other services can't and don't do?" With that, I sat down.
General Patch, who'd been in trouble with the press recently because he'd forbidden wives from
joining their husbands in Japan, turned on me waspishly and said, "Young man, will you tell me
what volunteer groups in the other services do do?"

I stood up, all befuddled. I was still sleepy and thoroughly groggy. I said, "General, sir, there is
nobody in this class that is more civilian than I am. I have the rank of private first class
(simulated). I have no idea what the volunteer groups in the other services can and do do." With
that, I sat down. Of course, he never answered the question, and the class broke up in laughter.

This preceded me, and this little plaque that I received in Saigon Harbor in 1960 was, in effect, a
promotion. I'd been promoted from private first class (simulated) to corporal (simulated). At any
rate, this was General Williams' doing, and I still have the plaque and am very proud of it.

ALAN FISHER
Motion Picture Officer, USIS
Saigon (1957-1963)

Alan Fisher was born in New York in 1913. He joined USIA in 1945, serving

mainly in Brazil. He was a motion picture expert. He served in Vietnam from
1957-1963. He was interviewed in 1988 by Lewis Schmidt.
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FISHER: When I got to Saigon, I found a very good operation, but it was very difficult for me
because there was nothing on paper. But it was a very interesting experience because that was
the largest operation we had in motion pictures in the world. We had our own production staff of
cameramen, editors, writers, directors. All the cameramen were Vietnamese and they were good.
The writers and directors were Filipinos. When I got out there, Chet Opal then became PAO, and
I talked to Chet and I said, "Chet, I really can't produce films unless I can also have the
distribution, because I have to know what I'm distributing to. I can't produce them and hope
somebody's going to distribute them.

There was a young officer there handling motion picture distribution who hadn't handled it
before, and Chet said, "Great, because you have the experience in distribution, so you take it."
Pat Green was the young officer who was handling distribution. "He needs some instruction." So
Pat then became my assistant for distribution. Charlie was putting out a 16-millimeter newsreel
for mobile unit operation, and really, it was a newsreel put out for the Vietnamese Ministry of
Information. I had met the minister, I worked very closely with him and with his staff, and I
proposed to Washington that we continue a 16-millimeter print distribution, but we go to 35-
millimeter theatrical distribution. We'd distribute in 35 initially. I said, "That way we really get a
picture of tremendous impact." So they approved it, and I immediately then started to distribute
in 35mm weekly, opening on Thursday night at the theaters. We were opening at every major
theater in Vietnam in 35-millimeter. That was like Paramount newsreel in the States.

Q: This was after Dien Bien Phu?

FISHER: Oh, yes.

Q: You were doing it for South Vietnam because the North had already separated.

FISHER: Yes. We were doing it for South Vietnam, and we had three objectives, basically: to
support President Ngo Dinh Diem, to tell what USOM, the operation mission, was doing in
Vietnam, and to support other American policy objectives through news clips which we brought
in. So theoretically, I was to check every newsreel with the Minister of Information, but after
checking with him a few times, he said, "Y ou know what you're doing. Don't bother me with it."
So we put it out under their name. It was released in 37 theaters first run in Vietnam, all over
South Vietnam, and very effective. I had two cameramen everywhere President Ngo Dinh Diem
went. We had two cameramen with him. We always had a story of him, and that's the way they
knew him. Remember this was before television, so they knew him through the newsreels. I
think it was a very effective way of doing it.

Q: It didn't keep him from being overthrown, however.

FISHER: No, it didn't. He was a nice guy, you know.

Mrs. FISHER: He was not overthrown; he was murdered.
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FISHER: Yes. Incidentally, an aside. Wes Fischel was the head of the United States Operation
Mission at that time. He used to breakfast with Ngo Dinh Diem every morning and they'd work
out a program for the day. We saw Wes in Washington when he got back. He'd left the service.
He was a contractor. He came to the house for dinner one night, and we were talking about perils
of living in the Far East. He said, "You know, I spent something like 18 years in the Far East,
and I had stomach troubles all the time I was there. Because of these troubles, my diet consisted
of just white rice and tea." He said, "You know, I just went through a series of allergy tests and
they discovered I'm highly allergic to white rice." (Laughs)

To get back to Saigon, it was a good operation. We had a contract with USOM to produce 48
reels of documentaries for them a year. [ was there on TDY at this time. Then at the end of this
period, I went back to Washington. I had written a long report to Turner while I was there. When
I got back to Washington, Turner came over and came out to the house for breakfast one
morning. As we were having breakfast, he said, "How would you like to transfer to Vietnam?"
And I got a terrible kick in the shins from Florence under the table.

I said, "I would like it. I would like it." Because it was exciting, it was fun. Professionally, it was
great.

Q: How long were you there on TDY?

FISHER: Three months. I made those changes when I was there.
Q: Florence was still in Paris.

FISHER: She was still in Paris.

Mrs. FISHER: With our daughter, of course.

FISHER: So I agreed, and we went back, direct transfer to Saigon. I really enjoyed it because it
was a job that took every moment of my time. In addition to that, I had supervisory
responsibilities for production in Cambodia and Vientiane, plus a laboratory contract operation
in the Philippines, where all our laboratory work was done.

When Turner proposed that I be transferred to Saigon, I said, "I will take it on one condition, that
you get me Bill Ridgeway out of Korea, transfer him to the Philippines, to Manila, to supervise
that laboratory operation." Because Bill was a crackerjack. I knew if I had him there, I'd never
have any lab problems. He agreed to it, so Bill was transferred to the Philippines. I would go
over every month or so and talk with Bill. He'd come over occasionally to Saigon. It was a good
operation.

ELBRIDGE DURBROW
Ambassador
Vietnam (1957-1961)
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NATO
Paris (1961-1965)

Elbridge Durbrow was appointed ambassador to Vietnam in 1957 and served in
Paris as part of NATO in 1961. He was interviewed by Ted Gittinger in 1981.

Q: Mr. Ambassador, were you given a briefing, a formal briefing or informal, before you went to
Saigon in 1957?

DURBROW: Oh, yes. I came back to Washington for about three or four weeks, I've forgotten
how long. I'd been in Vietnam before, because I was stationed in Malaysia. I'd been up there [to
visit] my predecessor, Freddie Reinhardt, [who is] a very close friend of mine, an old Moscow
callow colleague. I'd been up to Saigon on a long visit one time, so I knew the situation up there,
the physical situation. Then I came back and I was briefed in the department and in the Pentagon
and in the CIA and everything else, a full briefing. I went out there in March of 1957.

Q: What were your expectations that you derived from the briefing? What sort of situation did
you expect? What kind of problems did you expect to encounter?

DURBROW: Well, one way or the other, I was not surprised by anything for the simple reason
that I spent most of my career dealing with communists. I went on my first mission to Moscow
in 1934, was there for four years. I had gone into Moscow again during the war on a short TDY,
about four months. Then I came back again to Moscow in 1946-48 as the deputy chief of mission
there dealing with the Kremlin boys. I dealt with them during the war when I was with the East
European Division. I had been in Italy, a big Communist Party there; I'd been in Poland way
back when before that, so I thought I knew something about the way they operate. Nobody does
really, but you get a better idea if you've been there. So I wasn't surprised. I knew what we were
fighting, which is something I don't think they understand today, really. The American public
and the press doesn't, I don't think. So therefore the public should learn much about it, what a
war of national liberation is all about.

That's a technique that the Soviets developed a long time ago. They've perfected it, and Vietnam
is one of the best examples of it. Our press, in Vietnam particularly but elsewhere even before
that, they think this is a local insurgency, a local civil war, grow like Topsy in whatever country
it is, and they're fighting for their freedoms against the oppressive government or the imperialist
Americans, whatever you want to call it. So, in that sense, I suppose that's one of the reasons
why I was sent there, because I had had experience in that sort of thing before. So I wasn't
surprised in any way at all.

The problem was that they were trying to take over the country by subversive methods and
terrorists. That's one thing I think that is not understood at all, is that a war of national liberation
is a well worked out technique, and only one of the tools of that technique is terrorism. We're
talking so much about terrorism today, and terrorism, well, that's part of it, no question about it.
But I don't think anybody else has any--El Salvador is a war of national liberation. It's not a local
civil war down there. Nicaragua is the same thing. Angola was the same thing. Vietnam, Laos,
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Cambodia, Cuba, South Yemen, they're all caused by national liberation. I tried to bring that out
in that paper I gave you the other day.

Q: Let me ask you about President [Ngo Dinh] Diem. Now, when you went to Vietnam in 1957,
what was the generally held view of Diem and what he had done in Vietnam up till that time?

DURBROW: Well, his image was going up quite well by that time. Freddie Reinhardt, who had
also done the Moscow tour and knew the situation, was there when he took over and he helped
him to get started. We all did or our government did. So by 1956, 1957, he'd beaten down the
Binh Xuyen in the town there in the 1955 war, fighting right in the streets. On the other attempts
by the two to three thousand well-trained communist guerrillas that they'd left behind after the
1954 accords... They weren't supposed to, of course. And Hanoi hoped and expected [he would
be defeated]. Diem wasn't too well known, he didn't have too much of a following in the country.
He'd been exiled and out and that sort of thing. They hoped that by terrorism, subversion,
propaganda, and intimidation that they could topple that government without having to go to an
all-out military effort.

But by 1956 Diem had calmed those things down pretty well, beaten the Binh Xuyen. The Hoa
Hao and the Cao Dai sects were collaborating with him. In the time beginning in 1956 he started
to rebuild the country, the countryside and things of that kind. With our AID program and our
assistance, we worked on a plan for land reform, which turned out to be quite a good one, as a
matter of fact, eventually. As I remember the figures, there were about six hundred thousand
acres taken from the larger landlords and divided up into seven acre or three hectare plots for
about a hundred and twenty-five thousand families, mostly in the Delta, because that's where it
was easier to do and where the best productivity on this land was.

Q: Let me ask you to follow on a line connected with that. Now, there was a lot of criticism then
and later on the subject of land reform in South Vietnam, at least there was in the press. And
there was some, I understand, among some members of the mission, too. Did you know Wolf
Ladejinsky?

DURBROW: Ladejinsky, yes. I knew him very well. He's the guy that put it in. He's the guy that
worked it up.

Q: Didn't something come up between him and Diem later?
DURBROW: Yes, but it wasn't over the land reform.
Q: Oh, it wasn't over land reform?

DURBROW: No, no. Wolf Ladejinsky had done a wonderful job in Japan, you know, before
that. He got them to become eventually self-sufficient in their rice production. He'd worked in
the Philippines and he came down to Vietnam. And Wolf did a very fine job basically in that
field and other agricultural developments, helping with the rubber and new plants and that sort of
thing. But there was no [disagreement there]. They fought over other things later, because he
became a very intimate adviser to Diem. On some of the things I worked with Wolf, too. I'd only

266



maybe come into it later, I'll bring it up now, though. You probably have seen the Pentagon
Papers or somewhere else or [David] Halberstam's book [The Best and the Brightest] about the
instructions I asked for in September 1960 to help Diem to get a better hold on things and get
things going in a better direction, more democratic and that sort of thing. Well, Wolf was all for
me on that sort of business because the land reform was going great guns by then. So Wolf was a
great help, but he was advising on all sorts of other things besides land by that time. So when the
break came--I've forgotten--he and I talked it over, but it wasn't a "throw him out of the country
in twenty-four hours" sort of thing. Just a disagreement--

Q: Falling out.
DURBROW: --falling out, yes. And he went on to India from there.

But the land reform, I tell you, was a darn good success, six hundred thousand acres, a hundred
and twenty-five thousand families. I visited many times, saw the things and we did the cadastral
work and a lot of the other stuff to help them out. It couldn't be done in the mountainous part of
Vietnam; it could be done along the coast, the flatlands. But Diem founded these new villages as
a program to get somebody to go up into the mountains to relieve the population concentration
on the coast, particularly up the coast from the Delta. That didn't work too well, but it got the
people--

Q: Was that the relocation program?
DURBROW: Yes, the relocation program, yes.
Q: What was wrong with that? You said it didn't work too well.

DURBROW: It didn't work for lots of reasons. First of all, who started it or whether it was a
rumor or not [I don't know], but I think it was believed by most of the people. It always starts as
a rumor, but by the time I got there it was believed that if you were a lowlander and you went up
in the mountains, you were going to get some disease. You couldn't [survive], you're all going to
die, your whole family's going to die. There were mosquitos or some kind of bugs up there, I've
forgotten what the cause was. But you were up there and you were going to get tuberculosis and
all sorts of things could happen to you. So there was [one reason]. All people who have ancestor
worship as their basic religion, and the Vietnamese do--it's not a Buddhist country at all, by the
way, not at all; it's not what the press tried to tell us over here--they want to be near their
ancestors. So their graves were down on the lowlands and all that sort of thing, so it was quite a
wrench.

Diem didn't use force, but he used a lot of persuasion to get them to go up there, inducements,
too. They gave them this plot of land and they cleared one hectare completely for them, gave
them the bamboo and other things to build their huts with, or thatch and that sort of thing. We
helped them work out various crops that would grow in the highlands in that type of soil. So it
didn't work very well because people didn't want to be moved. Now, if you were down there in
the Delta and you were going to get this piece of land you had lived right next door to for a long,
long time, why, that's home. So that was one of the main reasons, as I understand it, that it wasn't
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working.
Q: Was there any friction with the Montagnards over this?

DURBROW: Oh, yes, sure there was, naturally, because the Montagnards are a very interesting
people. I spent a long time up with them. All through that whole part of Southeast Asia, not just
in Vietnam, they have this economy they've developed themselves, indigenous. In order to make
this--they had no fertilizers at all, didn't know about animal fertilizers or anything like that. They
had very few animals, as a matter of fact. They burned the forest down, and the ashes, the stumps
and all to get humus and fertilize the land so they could plant their little crops and move on to
mountain rice and that sort of thing. They'd move on and burn another big area down, and Diem
said, "You can't do that anymore. You can burn these places down and that place, but this is a
new village area, so you can't do that." And that caused friction, naturally.

There was always friction, of course, between the Montagnards and the Vietnamese. They're
animists, among other things, and they're very primitive people, but very friendly. I stayed up in
camps with them and so forth. They, knowing we weren't Vietnamese and we weren't French--
although the French got along with them better than the Vietnamese did. The French realized
their problems when they built their coffee plantations up there and tea and other plantations, and
they paid attention to local taboos and that sort of business and got along better than the
Vietnamese did. So there was friction with the Montagnards, yes.

Q: Did you go hunting when you were up there? I understand you hunted.

DURBROW: Oh, yes. I didn't get my real spurs as an ambassador, because I never got a tiger.
My predecessors had, and Freddie Reinhardt's wife got a tiger before he did, incidentally. So I
went off, I think I added them up one time, anyway, about thirty-nine days I spent in the jungle,
which was very, very interesting. I'd been through a jungle, you know, a rain forest here and
there down in Haiti or somewhere like that, but to spend four or five days up there in the jungle
camping out under a canopy of three trees, when our troops got in there, I had a very definite
idea of the problem of how the local guerrillas can hide. From twenty feet away you can't see
them, you can't smell them, you can't do anything, and this canopy of three tiers of trees in the
jungle made it very easy to hide in. Orange--was it called?

Q: Agent Orange?

DURBROW: Agent Orange had to be used.

But I enjoyed that. I always liked to camp. I did in Moscow, I went down the Caucasus and had
an eighty-day horseback trip up in the Caucasus. That sort of thing relaxes me, so I did quite a bit
of that. I didn't get my tiger.

Q: Well, I'm sorry. (Laughter)

DURBROW: Tigers are an endangered species now, I'm glad I didn't.
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It was a very sporting thing the way they do it, though. One way, they dig a hole in the ground
and they get some new boughs, branches, cut down just from the local scenery so it looks like
home. They make a little top in this thing and they leave a hole, get a dead buffalo or a big deer
or something down there that's at least five days putrid. So the tiger finally gets a--a tiger, |
understand, has a very bad [sense of smell], sensitive ear, sight, but not too sensitive a scent. So
they' try to put the carcass down near a path to a waterhole, hoping they'll smell it and find it and
come back for a meal. So you sit there for five or six hours on end, and you can't talk to your
partner. You wait for the tiger to come and you have this little peephole and he can walk right on
top of you. He's more scared than you are, so it wouldn't be too bad. I got two shots, wounded
one and goofed on the other one, so I'm not a hunter.

Q: Well, I heard you were. I heard differently.

Regarding the military situation in South Vietnam, what kind of threat did you perceive as not
most likely but perhaps likely? We've been criticized for paying too much attention to a possible
Korean-style invasion. Now, that, of course, comes later. What about in 1957? What were your
views then?

DURBROW: Freddie Reinhardt before me warned me about it and it turned out to be 100 per
cent true. One of our biggest problems was going to be with General [Samuel T.] Williams. He
was a nice guy and all that sort of thing, but he and I just didn't get along and Freddie didn't get
along with him either. He had no respect for civilians. He knew how to run a military outfit and
we had nothing to do with it, so he thought. He had been a private, got in World War I, came up
through the ranks, became a very good operator in the field of various types, infantry man and
then a tank man. By the time I got there--and Freddie had been fighting it, too--he was building
this Vietnamese army of ten small divisions with tanks and they didn't have very many personnel
carriers then, but there were a few of those, as if they were going to come down the main roads
in a column of squads or column of tanks. Having been in Malaysia, I knew what the British did
down there to get rid of the communist insurgents there. When you worked in the jungle, you
had to put this, that, infiltration and all the rest, cutting off food and whatnot. I had a pretty good
idea of what--and I knew [Sir Robert] Thompson down there, too, who set up their whole
operation, came up to Vietnam later.

Q: Isn't that R. G. K. Thompson?
DURBROW: Yes, yes.
Q: Okay.

DURBROW: The great guerrilla warfare expert, whom I saw in Hamburg last June, who's quite
a guy still.

So I had a very definite idea that this column of squads thing coming down the main road across
the DMZ, maybe they were going to do that, but you had to expect them to do otherwise. Once
you got in the jungle and lived, saw how it is to get through the jungle--we had jeeps of course,
we had to cut down trees to get into our campsites, the roads were few and far between. We built
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some good roads, but they were just the main arteries, the Jersey Turnpike, so to speak. In the
mountains you've got to go on foot or pack animal or something. So I was already set for a
problem with my friend General Williams and we had some real knockdown, drag-out fights. I
was fortunate, Eisenhower had put out an executive order--I've forgotten, it was 1956 anyway,
10566 or something else like that--which laid down the fact that the ambassador in the country
was the personal representative and was responsible to the president and therefore he was the
principal representative of the United States government in that country and he would control all
of our operations.

Q: Why would he find it necessary to say that?

DURBROW: Well, because of just the problem I was having, because it was done before I got
there. I knew about it from Malaysia, but [it happened] all over the darn place. Remember, we
didn't do a doggone thing in foreign affairs until we got hit at Pearl Harbor. I mean that
categorically from World War I. I mean, we had a neutrality act and we had very small
embassies. We dido very fine reporting, I hope, on what we thought was going to happen to that
Czech government that might fall in two months, but if they fell, we didn't do anything about it.
[it] didn't make much difference except you got good marks for predicting they would fall, and
whether the right guys came back in or not was not our business. We were neutral.

So we won World War II and mostly by ourselves. We were a side issue in World War I,
basically. We helped, though. So all of a sudden these military guys were all over the world,
bases here and bases there, Vietnams, MAAGs all over the place. We knew how to run the
railroad, we won the war, we know how to do it, and so forth. You guys, you can run the
political stuff and talk about the elections, that sort of thing, but this other business, how to
protect the country's our business. I don't know exactly why, I'm sure something along that line,
because I'd run into that before.

Q: So it was not uncommon for MAAG and the embassy to have their friction?

DURBROW: Oh gosh, yes. The most interesting guy I did [encounter] before that [from] my
experience in Moscow was Bedell Smith. He was Ike's chief of staff, of course, and he was the
ambassador, and I happened to be the number-two guy. There was a fellow named Macon [?],
General Macon, a hell of a nice fellow, had a fine record in World War II and he was a very fine
tank commander and so forth. He ran the MAAG, the military section of the embassy. It wasn't
called MAAG there, but it was the same thing. They had twenty or thirty officers. Of course in
the Soviet Union the secrecy and the surveillance was quite different than it was in Vietnam. But
nevertheless, here Macon knew who Bedell was, of course, naturally, but he thought he could
run his little bailiwick by himself, but I can tell you Bedell Smith made sure that didn't happen.
Maybe Bedell got Ike to write that executive order, I don't know. Because Bedell had quite a
battle, really; they just told him to shut up or "I'll get you kicked out of here. I'll call my friend
[George] Marshall and you'll get out."

Q: I have heard from other sources that it was not uncommon for MAAGs to have their problems
with the embassy and vice versa.
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DURBROW: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. There's no question about it. But fortunately this executive order
came out, so one of my first jobs was to draft my own order based on that, how all the various
[groups], the CIA, the MAAG, the agricultural boys in the AID program, would coordinate their
operations this way, and no basic policy change will be sent out to Washington without my
knowing about it. If I agreed, I'd endorse it; if [ didn't, I would say I wouldn't endorse it.

Well, Williams didn't understand English or something because I caught him right on, I mean I
learned about it through the channels. The grapevine works better than telegraph lines
sometimes. So I had to tell him to come over there. I said, "This order means what it says. Now
if you want to go against what I'm suggesting or putting down as the policy of the embassy, fine,
go ahead, but let me know about it so I can say to Washington why I disagree with what you're
doing." And we had one thing in about 1959, I guess. I had a military attaché as well on my staff.
You see, the MAAG was a separate agency. And Colonel [Richard H.] Comstock came and said,
"Mister Ambassador, I was just talking to my friend Colonel somebody of the Vietnamese Army
who I've been working with very closely, trying to help out on getting the special forces camps
going, guerrilla training of these special forces--"

Q: Is this Vietnamese special forces?

DURBROW: Yes. Yes. And I'd worked like the dickens to get that through and Williams got
orders from Washington to go ahead and do it, and he wasn't doing hardly a thing about it when I
got there. Freddie Reinhardt had tried to get it done, too, but he just resisted, so Freddie had
helped me on getting started on the thing. I tried to follow through.

Q: Do you know what he had against that idea?

DURBROW: "They can't handle that. They're going to come down the main road. I know how to
handle that, we can handle that. There'll be a few snipers here, there, and that sort of thing." It
was obvious. As I said, I'd had the experience, I'd gone up into the jungle in Malaysia with [the
British]. The British were very kind to me there as a friendly representative. I'd gone on treks
through the jungle with the officers up there on the inspection trips, so I had some idea what the
problem was in Malaysia and it's the same kind of climate and place. But Williams just didn't
want to believe it. So anyway, without telling me, Williams canceled the arrangements made
with the Vietnamese to set up five or six--1've forgotten--special forces training camps. They had
one pilot plant already going. So from Colonel Comstock I learned this thing, and I had one hell
of a fight. I had to go right back to Washington and say, "Here it is, boys." And they put it back
on again. But he resisted from well before I got there this idea that there was going to be
guerrilla-type war, not a trench warfare, World War I, or maneuvers as in World War II or
anything of that kind.

You're going to bring up [Lionel] McGarr later. Well, fortunately, McGarr who came much later-
-I might confess to one of my many mistakes in life, I made two of them in one place, in the
same place and at the same time with the same person. It was about General Williams. It was
discovered in the archives of the Pentagon that General Williams, quite patriotically, he wasn't
wrong, because as a kid he'd lied about his age.
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Q: When would he--?
DURBROW: In 1917.
Q: Oh, when he enlisted. Oh, I see. I see.

DURBROW: He was not seventeen, he was only sixteen, but he wanted to go in for good,
patriotic reasons, so give the guy full credit. They caught up with him later, so all of a sudden his
time of station in the army on active duty came up.

Q: A year early.

DURBROW: A year earlier than was known to be. His record was still the seven-teen-year-old
getting into the army. So I got word from the Pentagon through the State Department that
General Williams would have to retire in a short time, but was there anybody I knew that I
wanted, wanted to make some suggestions, something else like that, and please inform President
Diem to this effect, he was going to be retired because of age. And I told Diem--of course
Williams knew about it--and Diem just begged and plead and screamed because he and Williams
got along very, very well. He liked to have lots of tanks and armies for his parades, I guess, I
don't know why. And Williams had won his confidence before I got there, of course, and he
counted on him for advice and things of that kind in the military field. I told him that I was afraid
that it was a pretty strict rule, but there can be exceptions made. So Diem asked me specifically
and officially on his behalf to ask that Williams be extended for at least one year. Well, I was
having my battles with Williams, but I wasn't worried about that. I like battles. So Diem wanted
it, and we were trying to do the right things in the military, and by the way, by that time
Williams is coming around to doing a little bit of this special warfare stuff and guerrilla warfare
and jungle training and that sort of thing. So I had a bird in my hand, so why not keep him there,
he might be going in the right direction. So we got an extra year.

Then a year after that along came Anderson, who was under secretary of state, whatever he was--
the cotton Anderson in Texas. What's his name? I know him damn well. Bill Anderson, was it?
Anderson, Clayton Cotton Company.

Q: Yes, I know who you're talking about, but I can't call it to mind either.

DURBROW: That's the Anderson. I've forgotten his first name now. [Dillon Anderson?] But
anyway, he was on his way to Malaysia to represent the President at the time that they got their
independence from the British in 1958, 1959 I guess it was. Anderson stopped over to see Diem
and check on what was going on over there for President Eisenhower. Diem got to him and said
Williams told Diem that he was going to have to retire definitely this time unless some special
arrangements were made. So Williams didn't tell me this; I knew it was true, but I didn't know
what he was doing. But he got Diem to tell Anderson--didn't tell me--but to tell the President that
he wants him to stay on another year. Fortunately, Anderson immediately did the right thing for
our country and for the guy who was supposed to be the boss there. He told me. So I thought it
over, and I went to Diem. I said, "What gives here?" He begged and plead with me again, so my
second mistake was that I said, "All right, I'll go along with it if Eisenhower does." He did, so he
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had two years, and I should have only had him less than that.

But that was fun. I don't mind fights, but it was hard to have to fight all the time to get things
done. Because just after that, by golly, he canceled these special forces training camps for the ....
And I learned about it in this roundabout away. Fortunately for me, I had been at the National
War College for two years and the Deputy Commandant for the Army was a guy named [Lyman]
Lemnitzer, whom I knew quite well as a personal friend as well as a colleague from the War
College. So when they canceled this special warfare business, I not only reported it officially but
I wrote a personal letter to Lem and I said, "Do something about this." So Williams didn't last
very much longer after that, and McGarr came over. I guess because of that reason, I don't know
exactly why, but the army did pick a man who was specializing in unconventional warfare at
Leavenworth. He was a commandant at Leavenworth before he came over. When he went there
some three years or so before, he had almost immediately instituted a compulsory course in
Command and General Staff School on counter insurrection and unconventional warfare. So he
was all set for it. By the time McGarr got there, everything was still on the track. These camps
were going and they were training them in unconventional methods, but McGarr stepped it up
quite a bit.

Q: This question just occurs to me, and I'm not even sure it's a valid question. I have heard that
General Williams was hand-picked by General Taylor for the job in Saigon.

DURBROW: Could have been.

Q: And I know that General Taylor was very interested in counterinsurgency, you know, the
flexible response and so on.

DURBROW: I know Max Taylor very well. I see him all the time now.

Q: And it just strikes me, well, why did he pick him if he was going to take this approach? Or is
that a valid [question]?

DURBROW: I never knew that he did. He probably did. I think your information may be
perfectly correct, but I don't know. But Williams just didn't understand it. He understood tank
maneuvers and trench warfare of World War I, that sort of thing, but he just didn't want to have
anything to do with it.

Q: How did Diem react? What policies did he institute as the security situation in the
countryside began to go downhill in the beginning of 1957 or whenever?

DURBROW: Well, it really started going down in late 1958 and 1959. As I said, the early
period, 1954 to 1956, was the "get myself in the driver's seat," and he did. He beat the Binh
Xuyen and the Hoa Hao and the Cao Dai and the rest of them. The three thousand-odd Viet
Minh--not Viet Cong, they hadn't even been named yet--guerrillas weren't doing the job they
were supposed to, to intimidate the whole countryside. [Then] they'll all rise to the communist
cause and then Diem would be thrown out or bumped off.

273



So then from 1956 to 1959, building up the forces, we finally got Williams--and Diem was not
100 per cent sold on concentrating on unconventional warfare. He still liked tanks and that sort
of thing. Williams, of course, helped to convince him of that. So there was a period of peace and
quiet basically. There were incidents all the time, like in the new village of cutting off
somebody's head or hand or the village chief or a teacher or a province chief or something like
that. But, as I say, I traveled all over the darn country without any guard. I had a Vietnamese
hunter, and he got a bunch of usually Montagnards to do the packing work for us as we trekked
into the jungle. I just told him--of course he told me not to go to certain places like Zone D and
Zone C on the Cambodian border, but outside of that I was up and down the spine and on the
coast and all over the place and in the jungle.

Q: What kind of provisions did Diem make for local security, outside of the army? Didn't he have
what they call local defense forces or self-defense forces?

DURBROW: Yes, he had the civil guard.
Q: The civil guard, right.

DURBROW: And they had their own police and the regular army. Incidentally, Williams
wouldn't have anything to do with the civil guard, because he didn't control it, the military didn't
control it.

Q: Who controlled it? Were they a police force?

DURBROW: The civil guard was a rural police force, if you will. They were not like most civil
guards. It was a separate force that Diem would have that knew the countryside, weren't going to
jump on tanks and come down the roads and that sort of thing. He did all he could to have the
countryside policed, to fight off the bands coming out of Zone D and things like that, if he could
ever catch them. Sometimes they did.

One of the big battles I had with the Eisenhower Administration was trying to get more
helicopters. When I got there, they had six, seven or eight, I've forgotten. We wanted to get some
H-34s, I think they were.

Q: The banana-shaped?

DURBROW: Oh no, no. The little-bitty ones.

Q: Oh, okay.

DURBROW: I've forgotten the designation, but nevertheless, you could get twelve Americans to
sixteen Vietnamese--because they're smaller--[on them] with their gear and that sort of thing for
dropping in through operations against the guerrillas and evacuating the wounded. For some
reason--this was toward the end of the Eisenhower Administration--they resisted. Where they

said we didn't have enough, we had other demands, we wnated lots of things. Even Williams
went along with that one. And McGarr went along in a big way. So we got them before we left
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there.

But Diem wanted to have that sort of thing to help protect the countryside. The diplomatic corps
was invited--not all of them, but selectively, ten or twelve chiefs of mission--to go with Diem out
in the jungle out on the Delta for two-day trips. They had security guards all along the line and
lots of other things and then boats were down in the Delta area, in the rain forest. They did a
pretty good job in protecting us that way. By the time McGarr got there, things were going pretty
hot and heavy internally. 1960, at Bien Hoa Air Base there, you know, two of our guys got
killed.

Q: Excuse me, I had the impression that was 1959. [ may be wrong.
DURBROW: Maybe it was.
Q: It's not terribly important.

DURBROW: It was 1959, yes. That's the first real big effort they made--the Viet Cong--to get a
very important base right near the center of the capital, fifteen miles away. And of course, it was
a hit-and-run job, again. When they got two of our officers, you know, it was very sad. But then
they started hitting other ARVN bases not to kill men, necessarily, to capture--they wanted to get
medical supplies and guns and ammunition. The Ho Chi Minh Trail had not been reopened
again. So there was Tay Ninh in January of 1960 or February of 1960. And then in October-
November 1960, they hit a bunch of construction sites up the new roads Diem was trying to build
up in the spine of the Annamites.

Q: Was that the road to Ban Me Thuot?
DURBROW: No, beyond Ban Me Thuot. North of Pleiku.
Q: Kontum, perhaps.

DURBROW: Beyond Kontum. There was no road there. You got up to Kontum and a few miles
further and the route was just rocky mountains. So he was trying for military reasons and other
reasons to put in a road to Nha Trang. They hit some construction camps there in a pretty good-
sized operation. That was a day after they started up there, and I saw where they had artillery and
shooting in various places. It was a well-organized affair. By that time, it was clear that they had
given up hope that the guerrilla, terrorist, propaganda, subversive operation was going to topple
Diem. So they decided they'd better do something more organized. Those are the first signs of it
we had.

Then in December 1960, we got a report that some IL-14 Soviet transports were staging through
Hanoi--our Canadian friends told us this, from the ICC, International Control Commission--
flying off to the west. So we got that on early--about the second or third of December. So I asked
my air attaché, who was assigned to Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, all three, so he could fly
around all around the place. Just file a flight plan, he could take off, didn't have to get special
visas or anything else like that. So I said, "Why don't you fly up to Vientiane tomorrow and see
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what you can see up there, what's happening."

So he got in his C-47 and flew up there, had some cameras with him. And sure enough, he flew a
little bit out of his route over the Plaine des Jarres, which is a very flat plain in Laos there, the
entrance to the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and sure enough, got pictures of IL-14s flying in there. They
were parachuting it in this day--this is about the second or third of December, I've forgotten what
it was, early December. And there were pretty heavy things they were putting in there. Finally,
he flew around a bit, saw what looked like a small tractor going in there, a bulldozer.

So we reported that, and on the day before Christmas, the twenty-fourth of December, he flew up
again to get some more pictures with a better guy to take the pictures. We had no special plane
for taking pictures. And this time these IL-14s had teeth in them. They let go at him, and thank
God it didn't shoot it down, but several bullets hit the fuselage and one sergeant got a--

Q: Now, let me be straight. This was air-to-air combat?

DURBROW: Yes, yes, yes. Aerial combat. The IL-14 had seen our guy flying around. They said
we better get some machine guns on board these things. So from these IL-14s coming in--they
were landing by that time, they'd made an airstrip. They were landing. So in taking their pictures
they got shot at, just a few holes in the tail of the plane, that was all, and they got to Vientiane.
Then we reported that and we got permission through Bangkok to release the pictures taken by
somebody--I don't know who it was--to show what was happening.

So they started opening up the Ho Chi Minh Trail at that time. This was full Soviet assistance,
these IL-14s flying in. From then on in, they pushed down the Trail more and more, and the
operations in Laos got more organized and larger scale, infiltration got much more concentrated
down toward Vietnam. Then they started hitting these camps and that sort of thing.

Q: Had there been infiltration before this time?

DURBROW: Oh yes, sure. There'd been infiltration, quite a bit of it. But they couldn't do it in
large droves and the very heavy equipment, trucks couldn't come through. The DMZ was pretty
well protected. You could infiltrate men across the DMZ. It was very rugged, it had paths and
that sort of thing. There was a jungle to help.

Q: How about by sea? Did you have much evidence of infiltration that way?

DURBROW: No, there was some, but very little. That was too hard. That was pretty well
patrolled. Pretty hard to do. There was some. But the estimate of it then by 1959 was that the
original two to three thousand had been stepped up to maybe six to eight thousand, we never
knew exactly, because the operation was more sophisticated, they were better trained. See, the
ones they left behind in 1954 to 1956 and so forth were all southerners. They spoke with a
southern accent. While they speak the same language, it's like our Deep South in this country and
our Down Eastern Mainers. They're distinguishable, quite distinguishable. So then when they
started training the new cadre to infiltrate, they took boys that were up in the North, born in the
South, that accent, because they'd run out of southerners to come down to fill out the cadre in the
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South. But the build-up started really in 1959.

Q: Let me propound a thesis to you that I have seen proposed to explain Hanoi's actions in this
period in the late fifties. It's been asserted that Hanoi expected to win by means more or less
political in the late fifties and that was why they didn't push the shooting war any harder before
1959. And that Diem's anti-communist programs in the South--I think he called it the Communist
Denunciation Program--was putting so much heat on the stay-behinds that the southern
communists essentially told Hanoi, "If you don't start something, we're going to have to or we're
going to be down the drain."

DURBROW: "We're not going to win." They weren't going to win. But how could they do it
politically? They thought in 1954 that by intimidation, terrorism, propaganda and persuasion
they could show this weak puppet called Diem, this American stooge and that sort of thing, "It's
not going to do you any good. We've got a feel for the workers. We're all for the workers.
Workers of the world unite," slogan things. But it just didn't work, even in the 1954-56 period.
By 1956, 1958, 1959, they still tried it by raids on villages, and cutting off hands and heads, and
terrorism, and it just didn't work. So deciding it could be done politically is--the people didn't
rally to them by their intimidation or promises or propaganda or persuasion or subversion, so
they had to change. Your version you just gave me is the same thing except that nothing can be
done politically. It was not going to be done by this small group down there that would cause
Diem to lose all backing among the people and they'd join the other team. Well, they didn't and
they didn't all run either. Despite the fact when the thing got really going in the sixties, there
were the police and the civil guard and the militia and the regular army, ARVN. There were
some four hundred thousand guys who had guns in there. They could have shot it all at Diem and
knocked him all up, but they stayed loyal to Diem and [Nguyen Van] Thieu and [Nguyen Cao]
Ky and the rest of them. And the version you heard there, I'm afraid, was part of this revisionist
historian type of stuff that's been put out by our press and others that we forced the people, the
communists, to react. Please, just don't ever believe that junk.

Q: Well, I wanted to stimulate a reaction.

DURBROW: I lived too damn long behind the Curtain myself and we're dealing with that same
problem today, "If we do that, that'll stimulate them to react." Of course they're going to react.
Well, who the hell started it? When they left these three thousand guys behind, they hoped to do
it, and it didn't work. Then they started infiltrating more down there. It didn't work, so they
decided they'd better pour the regular stuff on, and they did by guerrilla type operations. By
1961-62 the Ho Chi Minh Trail was pretty well open then. They'd been working on it since
before that [with the] bulldozer dropped to the Plaine des Jarres. They opened it up and they
were getting quite sizeable convoys coming down. We weren't allowed to hit them. Diem wasn't
allowed to hit them in Laos or Cambodia.

That brings up another thing. They were coming down the Ho Chi Minh Trail in piles but not by
large convoys, and they set up these sanctuaries in Cambodia just across the Vietnamese line,
just east of Phnom Penh and west of Saigon. They had all these Viet Minh troops in there and I
went over to Phnom Penh every once in a while to see my colleague Bill Trimble who was a
very close friend of mine from way back days. It was only forty-five minutes by plane. So I'd go
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over to see Bill and sometimes I'd see [Norodom] Sihanouk, and Bill would come see me and
[I'd say], "Do you want to see Diem this time?" We'd work out these things--and they weren't
getting along, never did--hoping to get them to drop the hatchet a bit and then collaborate. We
knew these Viet Minh troops were in Cambodia in 1960, and in January 1960 I was over seeing
Bill and--when was it?--it must have been 1960. Well, I can get that for you later.

But anyway, Diem is squawking like the devil about this big bunch of Viet Minh troops having a
sanctuary and operating out of a sanctuary area, parading into the Delta, getting rice,
discombobulating the population in large units, company units and that sort of thing, pretty good
size for that sort of operation. And why does Sihanouk let them stay there? So this particular day,
Diem invited Bill and me to come talk to him. I'd gone to school in France and got my master's
degree at the Sorbonne so I could speak French pretty well and Bill had better command of
French than I have. So we both could speak to Sihanouk just alone, no interpreters around, free
to let our hair down and talk Dutch uncle business. So in this conversation that came up, I said to
Bill, "I'm going to try to work in to see if I can ask the question: why the hell doesn't he do
something about getting rid of those Viet Minh troops in his territory, violating his neutrality and
all that sort of thing?" So I've forgotten how it came up in the conversation, but I wheeled in and
Bill helped me along a bit. Sihanouk--did you ever hear his voice?

Q: Yes.

DURBROW: A very high-pitched voice. "Je ne sais pas pourquoi vous posez cette question
comme ca mais tout [inaudible]." So I said, "Well, you know, you don't get along with Ngo Dinh
Diem and your people haven't got along over the centuries, but you're both in the same boat now.
Hanoi wants to take you both over, Moscow does, and so does China. Why the dickens don't you
try to bury the hatchet a bit? One thing, if you could possibly do it, is to try to drive those Viet
Minh out of your territory right across the Parrot's Beak there and beyond the Mekong." He hit
the high C's on this one. He said, "I know they're there. I know they're there." I said, "Well,
there's quite a lot of them." "Yes, there's about twenty-five thousand of them. I don't have an
army of twenty-five, thirty thousand with all my militia. There's the Mekong River in between,
there's only one road, it's marshy all around the side. I don't want them there. They shouldn't be
there. I can't get rid of them. Don't blame me." He was telling us all this, it was what we wanted
to hear.

So he got all through and I said, "Could I pass that on to Diem that maybe you'll collaborate a
little bit? You push them one way and you'll need your whole army and you push there and you'll
cut off their line of supplies to the north somewhere and--" "No, no, no, we can't do that. |
haven't got enough army." So he said, when I'd bring up this, talking, "Don't you tell that to
Diem." I said, "I'm not going to tell him. I won't. Of course I won't." "And what's more, if either
one of you tell your government about this and it gets published, I'm going to deny every word
you said and call you both liars." (Laughter)

Q: I heard or saw him described a few years ago as a cross between an absolute dictator and
Hubert Humphrey. Is that apt?

DURBROW: That's very apt. (Laughter) He was in town the other day, about within the last
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year. He'd come to visit and I went up to see him to see what he looked like.
Q: Did you get to talk to him?

DURBROW: Oh, I talked--it was just a reception, about fifty other people there. But he
recognized me of course, and we chatted for just a minute. He was trying to get us to do some
setting up of his new government in Cambodia.

But anyway, things were going very bad by 1959. McGarr, as soon as he got there, went in for
the unconventional warfare step-up.

Q: Can I interrupt a second? It seems to me that I have seen that in 1960 Washington directed
that some kind of counterinsurgency plan--

DURBROW: That's what I'm going to talk about.
Q: Is that what you're talking about?
DURBROW: I'm going to bring that up.

0: Good.

DURBROW: Under McGarr who was all for it. So we got the MAAG, the AID program, and the
CIA to work together as a real team. We got a team going and no quibbling and squabbling about
who's on first or second. So we had what we called the counterinsurgency plan and it took us
about three months. And the military put all their input on why and how it'd be used, and where
it'd be used, and what kind of rifles and machine guns and helicopters, everything. And we put
ours in the CIA and all the different plans. That thing was worked on and worked on and worked
on until finally sent out by courier just before Christmas. I'd say the twenty-second of December
in 1960. We learned later by telegram that it had arrived in the department just before New
Year's, had been glanced over and they said, "Keep up the good work. We'll give you some
reaction.”

Of course, in the meantime, Kennedy was just about ready to take over, and so we were given a
few go-aheads on some of the things we had been looking for for a long time. "Go ahead with
the old program. We can't tell you later." Then we were very gratified and they sent a photostatic
copy, a Xerox copy of the--we had a summary of the thing in the first part, by itself I would
think, and Kennedy looked it over apparently enough to [write], "Why so little? JFK." We were
scared. It was about two hundred million dollars. We were making a hell of a--we were going for
a big show. And "Why so little?" Then on the basis of that, Johnson came over there in May. I
presume that is [why], anyway. I don't know why, but that made us rather gratified.

So the picture changed like the mischief beginning in 1959 when they opened up the Ho Chi
Minh Trail. We knew it was going on, the raids in Tay Ninh, the one in Bien Hoa before that,
way up north of Pleiku and all that sort of thing. So the fat was in the fire and anybody that tries
to kid the American public that this is only because we were being mean to them and weren't
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even letting them take over politically in the South, is the same kind of stuff they're talking about
in Angola, Namibia and whatnot. If they don't get their way, we provoked them into doing
something worse.

Q: Let me ask you a few questions about intelligence, because that's an issue that comes up from
time to time, too. How good was our intelligence when you arrived in country?

DURBROW: It was fairly good. The CIA was doing a good job. A fellow named Nick Natsios
was the chief of station when I first got there. We became very good friends. Bill Colby was the
fellow who succeeded him. I'd been with Bill in Rome, all right, so we knew each other quite
well, were very good friends. By the time I got there--of course, [Edward] Lansdale did a very
good job, despite the reputation he's had. You know, he [Johnson] recommended I not stay there
in 1961; he knew I was going out already, so he said I should be replaced.

Q: Oh, that was when he made the visit in 1961. Okay.

DURBROW: Yes. I developed my throat among other things, and my nose was running and |
was six years in the tropics. Knowing there was a change of party and also a change of regime at
home here, I'd written my good friend Loy Henderson, who was once a Moscow stable mate of
mine. I said, "I'm not rushing to get out of here, but I've got this sinus drip and this sort of thing."
It irritated my upper lip so much I had to raise a mustache. I had great big scabs all around here.
I'd been there so doggone long in Saigon that I became chief, you know, the dean of the
diplomatic corps. Go around kissing babies and cutting ribbons, so I had to raise a mustache.
That was fine. I got this French tropical doctor, military doctor, [who had] been out there for
years, a very nice guy named Kessier [phonetic], a very nice fellow. And he said, "I can cure it
up." So he said, "It's an old cure, an old cure. They don't use it anymore, but it's going to work."
An old German dye, gentian violet--have you ever seen any gentian violet? So he said, "You put
this on in the evening and you sleep with it. Then you take it off in the morning with this." And it
burned. And my gosh, did it hurt. But my mustache was purple. (Laughter)

So here I am running around kissing babies and doing all the things that the dean of the
diplomatic corps [is supposed to do]. So I had asked Loy to move me out of here, and [ made a
recommendation that because of the so-called elections, which weren't our type of elections, but
they're better than none, that Diem was going to have in May of 1961--there was a lot of
controversy whether he's going to have re-elections and all that sort of business, who's going to
be in the opposition and all this do-good stuff at home, which doesn't do anybody any good, us
particularly. The country doesn't understand what democracy's all about. But I said, "Maybe it'd
be a good thing if my successor"--before I knew who it was going to be actually-"could come in
with a clean slate. The elections are won or lost, whatever happens to them. [Otherwise] he
comes in and gets tarred with a brush that he didn't put enough in their democracy, and I'm an
S.0.B., already." So that's why I stayed until May 2, incidentally.

Things were going much worse by then, but the counterinsurgency plan had started to work.
[Here's] another bit of information that may not be in the records. There's a colleague of ours--
and I've forgotten who it was in the embassy in Paris, a fellow I knew, anyway--[who] got to
talking with a Frenchman I guess early in 1960. Something came out about how the French had
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fooled us about the number of advisers they had when they left Vietnam in 1954. The official
record was, at the Geneva Conferences, Geneva Accords, six hundred and forty-two. I've
forgotten the figure. You can get those or I can check my records. Freddie Reinhardt worked--
you had a bunch of recovery teams come in there, so we never got above nine hundred and forty-
two advisers. The recovery team was a cover to get some more guys in there; we needed them.
We did recover a lot of the equipment that was left there; they shipped it out. We didn't need
three hundred more guys, but we did get them.

He said, "You know, we had about nineteen hundred advisers there in 1954 and we told you six
hundred and forty-two and you guys bought it." So he reported this to me personally and said, "I
don't know if it'll do you any good, Durby, but this guy, I drew him out quite a bit and he gave
me some champagne or something and more details: 'We had about nineteen hundred and some-
odd--"" So we said, "Sure it will." So we asked the department to run this thing down, to double-
check it and get somebody in the French government to officially confirm that yes, they had lost
some records or something and they didn't realize how many they did have, but it was nineteen
hundred and sixty-six. So by that time, we had the official record and the French said, yes, they
did have that many military advisers in Vietnam and they should have given us that figure when
they made the accords in 1954.

So here we are, Christmas time, presents all over the place, so it was on the basis of that that JFK
and the rest of the boys bring up their [proposal]. It was already in the mill when Kennedy
actually took over. But that's how we got the bunch of advisers. It wasn't something that
happened, that Kennedy did overnight. We knew that we needed many more to carry out this
counterinsurgency plan. We made this lucky discovery, confirmed by the French. So we told the
ICC--the International Control Commission--the Canadians, the Indians and the Poles. They
checked the records. Yes, the French confirmed that they made a mistake in 1954, so under the
accords, we were allowed to have the same number the French had. So that made it possible.

Q: The ICC bought it?

DURBROW: The ICC bought it, yes. Not the Poles, but the others did.

Q: Well, the Poles never--

DURBROW: The Poles never did. Incidentally, one of the guys--well, several of them; I was
there four years and a half--one of the Poles I knew very well when I was in Poland, way back
when he was a young man, of course.

Q: Well, you get on these career tracks and you just keep crossing trails.

DURBROW: The elite. (Laughter)

Q: Now, I have seen some place a CIA National Intelligence Estimate, an NIE, I guess they're
called.

DURBROW: NIE, yes.
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Q: --that was done in 1959. Now, I don't know what month; I can't recall off-hand. I have the
impression that Chester Cooper had a hand in writing it--maybe he was the chief author, I'm not
sure--which said that one of the things that was making things worse was that Diem's
repressions were alienating too many people. Now, was that intelligence coming from
Washington to you, or were they feeding off what you were telling Washington?

DURBROW: We were getting it. Have you read my request for instructions in September, 19607
Q: I can't remember seeing it.

DURBROW: Well, by the time I'd been there several years, a year or two, I got to know Diem
very well and I admired him and respected him. He wasn't a Jeffersonian Democrat, and he
couldn't be. He didn't understand it, among other [things]. His country couldn't run that way. To
try to demand that they must all have free, open-seated elections overnight is just impossible in
any country, wherever it is, unless they have some mores and build-up for the thing, some feel
for it and understanding. So it got so that I could talk to him really very frankly. I had many very
frank talks with him. I'd see him once a week, sometimes more often and sometimes three times
a month, whatever it was. But you had to set a half a day aside when you went over there. He
talked and talked and talked and talked and talked.

He didn't delegate any authority--one of his problems--except with his brother a little bit, some
of his generals, but just a little bit. He was trying to do too darn much and things weren't getting
done on the AID program, the military program, the social programs or wherever, public
relations, among others. So I'd had many frank talks with him and had had instructions, which I
usually asked for, to get pretty frank with him. And he could have thrown me out as persona non
grata, but we got on a very good man-to-man basis, not agreeing on everything but with mutual
respect, I guess you want to call it.

So I asked for these instructions. We got together the country team and said, "He is not getting
over public relations-wise, not only with our country. People back at home [think] they're not
democratic enough, [he] doesn't have enough free elections and this, that, and the other thing,
and no free press and all the rest of the thing." But do you know what the Can Lao Party is?

Q: Yes.

DURBROW: That's the Diem party, the Nhu party--Nhu was the head of it--and CIA penetrated
it. I don't know how the hell they penetrated it, but they did. We knew a great deal about what
was going on--really a lot--and the grumbling and how things are going better, the economy is
going better. They passed the pre-war rice production in 1958, rubber in 1957, exports were
going up and things were going much better. The land reform program was all over in the Delta;
the new villages up in the mountains weren't going too well for the reasons I explained, but that
was all fine. The Can Lao Party was antagonizing too many people and arresting too many
people. We knew it; we didn't know how many exactly of course. So he was our man, he was on
our side, he was an anti-communist, he was not anti-American by any means. He was a dedicated
patriot, he was not corrupt anymore than any other Asian, clearly less than most of them, some of
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them in the Philippines, their own little country. I was all for him. The department was, too, |
think, and our government in general.

So we worked up these instructions, a rather long request for instructions, and it bandied back
and forth with changes here and there. And finally I got my go-ahead, and I had about three or
four--very long ones this time--maybe four-hour talks with Diem as a straight Dutch uncle about
setting up a joint chief of staff to have some say-so. "Don't try to run everything, delegate
authority here, do this, do that, the Can Lao Party be--" I told him two or three times about some
of the things we knew the Can Lao Party was doing, monopolizing the cinnamon trade and all
that sort of thing, and getting money from the South to enforce declarations going through our
custom. We had quite a bit of dope on this whole [thing]. For a little country of that size, the CIA
and the AID people were doing a good job, too. One way or another we got pretty good
intelligence.

So anyway, I got these instructions and had this long talk and he didn't agree with any of it
basically, but he didn't throw me out or didn't try to change the subject. He promised to think
them over. He started to implement some of them, quite a few, and that's what I'm after. I sent--
what you get in the Pentagon Papers is a New York Times version--my request for instructions to
tell him this, and telling him the other thing. Then at the end of the thing, if the department
approves of me talking along these lines, in the event that by chance he doesn't go along, doesn't
want to go along with most of them and doesn't try to do what he can to help himself with our
suggestions and assistance, it is perhaps time for us to give serious consideration to look around
and see if we may not have to look for another leader over here.

Q: Now, Mr. Ambassador, let me interrupt you a second. You have mentioned a number of
specific things that you talked to Diem about on this occasion, delegating authority through a
Jjoint chiefs of staff sort of set-up and so on.

DURBROW: And the civilian side, too, yes. Premier. The vice president. Let the vice president
do some things.

Q: Now, these all strike me as being administrative sorts of improvements, loosening the reins of
authority a little bit and so on.

DURBROW: Yes. Free press.

Q: How does this approach the subject of the repressions that were supposed to be--?
DURBROW: Well, the Can Lao Party operation was brought up in quite a big way.
Q: You mentioned they were arresting people.

DURBROW: And they were.

Q: What sorts of [people]?
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DURBROW: He didn't have just thousands and thousands of political prisoners. He had
hundreds and they were pretty key people in the opposition, so they got squawks from their other
people. But it was authoritarian government. It wasn't a dictatorship, he wasn't Stalin. I had the
dubious pleasure of spending all my six years in Moscow under Stalin. I knew what a real so-
and-so can be and how he operates, with real secret police and no opposition whatsoever. There
was opposition in Vietnam and you could talk to other people. They'd come and talk to you and
it wasn't this omnipotent KGB-type operation. So it was authoritarian. It has to be. They'd never
had any government of their own for some two or three centuries, and the French and others.

Q: Wasn't it in 1959--I'm a little shaky on this, I think it was 1959--wasn't there sort of an ad hoc
group of notables who got together and wrote an open letter to Diem recommending
improvements?

DURBROW: Yes, yes.

Q: They got in trouble for doing that.

DURBROW: Yes, they did. We helped them to write it a bit, the CIA--
Q: Oh, you did?

DURBROW: Yes, we did. They didn't get in real trouble. Oh, they lost their influence, so to
speak. But the guy was right, the country was going very well economically, going along with a
lot of those things, but he just couldn't help being the good old mandarin that his ancestors had
been. His father had been a mandarin type in Hue and that sort of thing. So he had to make some
moves in a relaxing direction, and we didn't demand that he have free elections better than New
York City or anything like that. But [we recommended] having more free elections and more
freedom of the press, give press conferences and things to allow the people to have some safety
valves, talk to the senators and the representatives to allow them to have safety valves and other
grievances.

Anyway, Halberstam in his book gives me a great deal of credit--I was the guy that tried to get
rid of Diem way long back. We should have gotten rid of him way before that, but Durbrow did
have the good idea of getting rid of him in September 1960. I had no such idea whatsoever,
because I had this shirt tail on the thing and in case it doesn't work, boys, just don't think we got
to back this guy up forever when we ever start to thinking about who the hell could we get to
replace him somehow. And we were paying for all these darn things and we were trying to hold
it in our days of containment, which is the only way to run the railroad against the Soviets as far
as I'm concerned. So if we can't get this guy to help us on this thing, we got to look for somebody
else.

Just an afterthought sort of thing. So I was the guy that really wanted to get rid of Diem in 1960,
and why did we not do it until 1963, says Halberstam.

Q: If you had to give Halberstam a grade for the things he says about your tenure in Saigon,
what would it be? F?
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DURBROW: He gave me the wrong grade. He gave me an A. I should have had an F from his
point of view.

Q: But I want you to grade Halberstam now.

DURBROW: Well, I've never met Halberstam. I haven't tried to duck him, I haven't had an
opportunity to meet him. He got there after I left there. I was so concerned about his stuff for the
New York Times, as I read it in Paris--1 was transferred to the NATO Council in Paris--that |
went to Drew Middleton, who was the chief of bureau there. And I'd known Drew very, very
well in Moscow at the end of the war and then in 1946 to 1948. And I had lunch with Drew
several times. I never did meet this guy Halberstam. You know I just got out of Vietnam and
what he was saying there was just completely crazy, "These Buddhists are being persecuted by
Diem." By the way, Diem was not an anti-Buddhist. He was a Catholic of course, a very devout
Catholic, but he was very tolerant of religion. Halberstam saying this, that, and the other thing, I
said, "Why the devil did the Times send a guy like that, because the only thing I can tell you
there is that they're completely wrong." "I don't know, Durby."

Finally he saw these things coming and whatnot, these dispatches. Halberstam did his two years,
he was transferred from Saigon to Paris and I think it may be my poison, but anyway, Drew said,
"I won't take him." By that time Drew is pretty high up in the Times' foreign correspondents
business. He'd been in since the early part of World War II. So Drew didn't take him in his
bureau in Paris, and he went to Poland and was the bureau chief there in Poland--where he met
his wife, incidentally.

But to get back to Halberstam, I've not checked this through myself personally because it doesn't
make any difference, but a young kid, a young graduate student came to see me four or five years
ago from American University here to talk about this period in Vietnam and war. And he said,
"You got the best marks of any ambassador from Halberstam there." "Yes, I noticed that." I told
him why he was wrong, it was just exactly the opposite. Now, if he was trying to tell the whole
truth, why the hell didn't he put in--because they are available in the Pentagon Papers, too--my
reply of my four-hour discussion with Diem where he'd agreed to do things and was doing things
then and whatnot? If I was such a good guy, why didn't he give the full story?

But he said, "Don't you know where Halberstam got all that thing for The Best and the Brightest
in his book?" I said, "I know when he was sitting out there. No." "He was allowed to see the
Pentagon Papers before they were leaked." Those direct quotes, I said I couldn't understand why
Halberstam could quote so-and-so, Marshall or I don't know who all, Rusk or McNamara or all
over the place, those guys, direct quotes doing this, that and the other thing. It sounded like
they're official and real. He saw the Pentagon Papers. He worked on the Pentagon Papers, made a
lot of money, supposed to split with Daniel Ellsberg, too, I don't know.

Q: Well, of course Neil Sheehan was a good friend of Halberstam.

DURBROW: Oh, yes, sure. Yes.
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I want to finish on this Diem thing. He started in really doing quite a lot of them, really going
very, very well for about six weeks until November 11 and the coup. You can bring up the coup
then, the [Nguyen Chanh] Thi coup, which is a serious thing, but we had rumors of coups every
other week there. The CIA had the place pretty well cased. I must say they did a very fine job
there. They didn't know this particular one on this particular day, you are never sure.

But they had it all set up and it started about three o'clock in the morning. My residence was half
a mile from the palace. The chancery's half a mile the other way about as the bird flies. We had
an air-conditioned room, so the windows were closed and I heard, "Boom! Boom! Boom!
Boom!" I went out on the balcony and I could see flashes down there, fireworks. What's this?
Before I got to the telephone to the duty officer down at the embassy--because that was higher
up, that was a seven or eight-story building--to see what he could see and whatnot, who was on
the phone but Bill Colby, the station chief of Saigon whose house was literally on Independence
Avenue, which is the main drag leading up to the palace, two blocks north of the palace. The
guys were all becoming reporters right in front of his house. And Bill was reporting, getting his
own boys around, and by about five o'clock that morning one of them came through the fire and
got into my house, gave me a full report, who it was, Colonel Thi, what he was doing, how the
others were handling it. It really went on for a couple of days. But my beautiful thoughts and my
beautiful efforts and the State Department's and everything else to get Diem to go on the right
track were thrown off the track immediately.

Q: Now, why was that?

DURBROW: Somebody really revolted against him. And all these things we said, these
democratic things, these freedom things, these relaxing of tensions, "Well, look what I got to
face, by God! The air force at least went after me. I'd better do something about it and I've got to
go back to my old ways of operating."

Q: Lansdale reported -- I may be paraphrasing him slightly--when he came back in 1961 that
Diem had developed a deep distrust of the State Department. I think that's a direct quote.

DURBROW: He probably did say something like that.
Q: Can you account for it?

DURBROW: Maybe I'm one of the reasons. We tried like the dickens to get him to do these
things. We thought it would be in the long-range interest of Vietnam and ourselves as well, but
basically his. It wouldn't hurt us too much if he got bumped off. It caused a lot of trouble and got
us in a war, but we weren't thinking in those terms then. But Fritz [Frederick] Nolting got along
with him very well, you know, and with Nhu as well, even better than I did, I understand from
what Fritz tells me and others did. Maybe because of that September tete-a-tete I had with him. I
had a couple of others with him, too, before I left in May.

Incidentally, Halberstam said that after I tried to get rid of one of those instructions that [Diem]

didn't give the answer to, that [ hardly ever saw Diem from then on in until I left; he didn't even
give me a farewell party. He gave me three.
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Q: Three?

DURBROW: Oh, yes. One was a very intime one for my wife and myself, the Nhus, General
Thieu, the chief of staff, and his wife, and about eight or ten. Nobody else on our side, just all
these Vietnamese. We had a wonderful evening. Then I got the big one, then the one from the
foreign office. I saw him just as often after September as I ever did, but Halberstam [wrote that]
the guy that really tried to get rid of that son of a bitch wasn't spoken to for the rest of the six to
eight months, he had no contact with Diem. Well, we had all kinds of contact with Diem. That's
what I think of Halberstam.

Q: Can you account for that in Halberstam's book at all?

DURBROW: I don't know why our press then and still now, in many cases, are bending over
backwards to make us look like boobs, around the world, be it El Salvador, Nicaragua, Angola,
name it. When I was there, there was very little press, you see. They had a couple of stringers
and the boys that come down from Hong Kong or from Tokyo to spend a week, two weeks
looking things over, and a lot of them I knew before. But as soon as we got troops in--I guess by
the time the Vice President came over, Johnson came over, and you had all these new advisers
coming in and the counterinsurgency plan was coming in over the docks, you couldn't miss
seeing it--the boys started flocking down. So why they turned out that way and just almost 100
per cent undermined everything that was going on [I don't know]. Wrong, wrong, wrong,
terrible, terrible, terrible.

Q: I have seen an interview that General Williams gave to U.S. News and World Report about
1964. He said that when he left South Vietnam--and I think he left in September of 1960--and this
is a quote, "the situation bordered on the critical," unquote, and what he meant was in the
context that relations between Diem and USOM were so bad that the situation was critical.
Would you comment on that?

DURBROW: I remember that. That was one of our problems with Diem. A lot of our AID stuff
was not getting out in the field, out in the country, and fertilizer was not going out to the farmers
and the rest of it. So I had a very good, tough USOM guy--Haraldson, by name, Wes Haraldson--
and we concocted [a plan]. He talked to his counterpart numbers in the government and I'd talk
to Diem about that sort of thing. That they had to show better use of the stuff and not have it
stacked up in warehouses.

Then we had reports. We never got them quite 100 per cent, but I think they were true, that the
Can Lao was using some to feather their own nest maybe or to get their own cohorts to stick
faithful to them. Despite the reports in the press, incidentally, about Nhu and Diem having these
millions of dollars in Swiss bank accounts which [they were] flying over--you've heard the
expression Radio Catinat? Catinat was the French name for Tu Do Street. That's where the hotels
are where all the correspondents lived. So I've been in lots of places with lots of rumors, but I've
never been in a place anywhere where the rumors popped up [as they did] in Saigon.
Unbelievable! [There were rumors that] Radio Catinat had all this money stashed away and
everything else like that, they were feathering their own nest, getting ready to fly. Well, I don't
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know what money they had in what bank account in Switzerland, if any, or whether Mrs. Nhu
really had this coffee plantation that she was supposed to have down in Brazil or the Rex movie
theater in Paris. We got the CIA to check that any doggone way they could to see whether [they
were true]. Those are two reports I particularly remember. And [there was] no verification
whatsoever, not even hints about it.

But when they both were bumped off--Nhu and Diem were bumped off in 1963--Mrs. Nhu was
out of the country and saved her neck that way. In Paris, when I was later on in Paris, she lived
with Brother Nguyen--that was the youngest brother of the Ngo family--in one of these great big
French apartments where you've got lots of room. The Nguyens had eleven children. She had
two, and herself. Then one of our military guys on the NATO staff lived literally right below her.
He saw her go up in the elevator and knew the concierge. They were living like peasants in this
room, just stacked in like sardines in a tin in this fairly big apartment in a nice part of Paris.
Finally they had to move.

She moved down to Rome where the oldest brother of the family, the Archbishop, was able to
get a little place for her to live out in Frascati, just outside of Rome. I checked that with my CIA
friends, and they checked on it. She was living very frugally. She lost the key to all these riches
or they didn't know where it was or they didn't tell her. But this idea of corruption was greatly
exaggerated, but our press just fell for it hook, line and sinker.

Talking about USOM and Williams, I haven't heard that one before. But anyway, he didn't like
the USOM because they were getting much more aid that he thought his boys should get,
dividing up the pie in many cases. They had the civil guard under their... They were supplying
the supplies.

Q: Wasn't there some kind of argument over the civil guard?

DURBROW: Oh, God, yes. A hell of one.

Q: What was that about?

DURBROW: "Well, if I can't control it, I'm not going to give a damn if it all goes to pot," was
Sam Williams' basic idea. And Diem didn't want to put it under the military and we knew it was
a good idea that it should be a rural police sort of thing, as it was really supposed to be and you
need different kinds of weapons. You don't need tanks, you don't need personnel carriers or that
sort of thing. So USOM funded the military supplies for the civil guard and we tried to get--
McGarr went along with it very nicely--Williams to make some suggestion, for God's sake, for

something besides the military, the regular army, to help these guys to do their operation in the
countryside for internal security.

Q: Who was in charge of the training of the civil guard? Or were they being given any?
DURBROW: Oh, gosh, I can't remember. It wasn't MAAG.

Q: Was MSU [Michigan State University] involved in that?
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DURBROW: Yes, MSU was, that's right. Of course they were.
Q: I'was curious.

DURBROW: Oh, yes, yes. MSU, yes. They did a very good job, by the way, I think. Now, I'd
just forgotten this--my mind. And they got civilian trainers to come over from police forces and
that sort of thing and it was very good. They set up the police force in Saigon, too, as a matter of
fact. I'd forgotten about MSU. Had it in my notes but I'd forgotten about that.

Q: I've heard there was a controversy over the fact that General Williams went out of channels
on one occasion over a question of arms for the civil guard. Do you recall any such incident?

DURBROW: Yes, yes. Gosh, I can't remember the details. You're quite right. He did. Gee, I
can't remember. No question, I remember very well it happened, [but] the details--that just slips
my mind.

Q: Well, I don't know the details, but I thought--

DURBROW: Yes, yes, he did. I told you that one of my many mistakes were those two. Hanging
Sam was his name, you know.

Q: Yes, yes, I've heard that. Apparently that was famous throughout the army, that he was
Hanging Sam.

DURBROW: Yes, because he was the guy, the guard at the Nuremberg trials.
Q: Were you able to brief your successor, Mr. Nolting?

DURBROW: Yes. You never brief your successor at the post. That's an old tradition. Why I
don't know. It's obvious why, I guess. You're the has-been and don't gummy up the works, and
he comes in as a fresh mind or fresh ambassador, fresh look, new administration, whatever it is.
Fritz and I were old friends anyway, so we debriefed each other at Honolulu. I left on the second
of May and he got in about the seventh or eighth, got there just in time for LBJ to arrive. We had
a day and a half at CINCPAC in Honolulu.

Q: What did you tell him?

DURBROW: Oh, I told him more or less what I'm telling you now. We were very old friends.
[We discussed] the problem I was having with Diem and why I thought they rose up again, the
coup, and that sort of thing.

I saw a lot of Nhu, incidentally; I haven't mentioned this before. I didn't see him as often as I did
Diem. I made a point of seeing Nhu, but the CIA boys worked more closely with Nhu, and I'd
see him maybe once a month. Very little socially, because he didn't ever go out at all, but I'd try
to make a point of seeing him, the foreign minister. But Diem really ran the show.
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Q: Can you tell me what kind of picture you painted for Mr. Nolting, just in broad terms? Did
you tell him the situation?

DURBROW: Well, I know definitely, as I've said already, I liked Diem very much. He was our
man. He was not the kind of guy we'd have picked if we were picking the perfect guy for the job
we had over there, but he was on our side and all the rest of the things that I've said. And I told
him about taking half a day off if you're going to go over there. You're going to spend time, he'll
talk with you. I told him how to break in if you can. If you can get him to break in, he'll listen to
you. And Fritz spoke quite good French, too, so try to not have any interpreter, he didn't like it.
He doesn't want his own staff to know what he's told you.

Incidentally, on that score he very politely and very delicately, after he learned that I knew
French quite well and I translate back and forth, asked me when some bigwigs came over there,
Lemnitzer or whoever it was, would I mind being the interpreter. He didn't want his own staff to
know what he said to these guys. So I said, "Please, go ahead, s'il vous plait." So I talked to Fritz
along those lines.

Q. Now, you say you went to Paris, is that correct, after this?
DURBROW: Yes.
Q: Were you able to follow from that vantage point what was happening in Vietnam?

DURBROW: Yes. I'd been there four years plus I liked the place, I'd tramped around the place,
I'd been around, I hoped I'd done them some good, and then when I saw these really Halberstam-
type, Sheehan-type stories and all the rest, they just made me burn. So I went to Drew Middleton
and said, "This guy's telling a bunch of hoopla." Of course, I was still getting the traffic, the State
Department traffic, and you get traffic from the Southeast Asian part of it, too, so I didn't bother
to read it all. Anyway, I didn't have time. But in one sense the word that while NATO--that's out
of the NATO territory, dealing with the French and other powers, and what of our picture in
Vietnam and what we were doing out there and when our troops came in. So [ was Mr. Vietnam
on the American delegation to NATO and discussed it with the council once in a while,
something that happened and what did you hear about it. So I tried to keep in fairly close touch
with it, not just from the press.

Q: What was your reaction when the news of the Diem coup, the one in 1963, came over?

DURBROW: I was just stunned. I was. I couldn't tell you, guarantee what happened. I knew it
was going to be one hell of a mess. There's nobody can take over, because [when] I made that
suggestion, sent with this instruction, and I said you might think about [replacing Diem], we had
tried to think who the heck we might get to be forceful enough and have enough backing in the
country, constituency in the country, and we couldn't think of anybody. We had some names, but
nobody would be even half as good as we thought Diem was. Because he worked like the devil,
you know; he was a bachelor. He worked too much to delegate authority. I understand he worked
about sixteen hours a day and never took any vacation or whatnot. I knew there was going to be
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one hell of a mess and it turned out to be worse than I thought it would be.

Q: What was your reaction to the revelations that it was apparently an American initiative which
started that ball rolling down that hill?

DURBROW: I didn't doubt it from what I knew already and from what I'd heard after I left, that
he wasn't democratic enough. Now, I want to make this clear, and I want to say it whether
anybody likes it or not. We are completely wonderful in our thoughts about everybody having all
the four freedoms, all the civil rights and all the ten commandments and the original ten
Constitutional amendments. It's a beautiful thought and I hope it works in every country, but it
can't. It just can't work. Today in the world there are about fourteen countries that have really
practiced democracy in our sense of the word that the authority has changed hands by a fairly
honest secret balloting process. Only about fourteen left. Latin America doesn't count; Eastern
Europe doesn't count; Germany doesn't count--1 mean, since the .... Take the day of the Soviet
revolution in 1917. From 1917 to date, there are about fourteen countries that have changed their
governments by the ballot process, by the secret ballots and freedom of the press and so forth.
They're wonderful thoughts and they work when they work, but to try to say we must have Diem
or the generals in the Argentine or wherever it is, Duarte in El Salvador today, [to tell them],
"You have free elections or else we won't back them up any mere," it's a beautiful thought and I
wish it were practical, but it isn't.

So I resisted all these ideas about these free elections and I said, "Well we have to go through the
motions." And the May 2 ones were, for that part of the world, pretty good. [He] had a few
opposition token things, and people went to the ballot box. Now, Ky, on the other hand, when he
had his election in 1964-65--1've forgotten when.

Q: September 1966 I think.

DURBROW: 1966, yes, yes, sorry. But when the Buddhists boycotted it--1 want to get that on
the record: Vietnam is not a Buddhist country, never has been a Buddhist country and can't be,
unless they boot a bunch of them in. About 10 per cent of the population in Vietnam were
Buddhists. About 10 per cent were Catholics. There were the Montagnards, a million of same.
The census out there is very elastic. Nobody else had one, really. The Chinese are about two
million, and in my day out there, there were about fourteen million in South Vietnam. And there
were the Cao Dai, the Hoa Hao and the Binh Xuyen who got wiped out. There were the other
Buddhists--the Cambodian Buddhists, Mahayana, what do they call it?

Q: Mahayana ?

DURBROW: Mahayana, yes. And most of the population, about 40 per cent of the population,
are synergistic religion. It's a composite. It's a mixture of Confucianism, Taoism, some tenets of
Buddhism--but very few tenets of Buddhism--ancestor worship and When the Halberstams and
the rest of the boys would get this telegram, this telephone call that Thich Quang Duc is going to
burn himself up at Forty-second and Broadway in Saigon, he's going to speak on Tu Do Street,
they'd all go over there with a camera. And we had the impression that this dirty, mean old
Catholic Diem--and I'm not a Catholic myself--was persecuting these nice, poor Buddhist
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people. It was just the best bunch of propaganda and undermining operations you can think of.
Q: What do you suppose was motivating those Buddhists who immolated themselves?

DURBROW: Well, I think what started the thing probably--and this happened while I was there,
just before I left, on Buddha's birthday in 1961 up in Hue they had this march. They weren't
supposed to parade as Buddhists per se, and they did and somebody in the militia or the civil
guard shot and killed quite a few of them. That gave them the martyrs, and it was from that time
on that the Buddhists tried to get this publicity and things of that kind. I wasn't there when it was
going on, but they were just so wrong that it was a Buddhist country and this dirty old Catholic--
he was very tolerant of religion. He knew the difficulties that he was having as being basically a
Catholic, and a very devout one.

Q: How did you read the disorders in the cities during that summer of 1963, the so-called
Buddhist troubles?

DURBROW: They were all contrived, all contrived, I think probably by the disinformation
department in Moscow that induced these guys to do it. The Viet Cong, the Viet Minh, the rest of
these people, the NPLA in Angola, those are all--the SWAPO in Namibia right today--that,
Moscow started backing and applauding and praising SWAPO in 1964 in Pravda and Izvestia --
which I read all the time, one of my sins. And they gom on to these things and it works, and they
kept people to give them some supports, supplies, munitions. Well, they found this Buddhist
group after the shooting up in Hue and said, "Hey, we can disrupt this whole doggone thing
down there. Let's get going and use them." And I don't know. That's the way it operates, I know
from other experiences.

Q: The Tonkin Gulfincident--and I know you were not there--
DURBROW: Yes.

Q: But of course everybody at the time and since has put some kind of interpretation on it if only
to explain it to themselves, and the one that mystifies me--and I have no reason to think that you
know more about this that anybody else, but I want to ask you--what motivated the North
Vietnamese in that incident? I have never heard a good explanation, not that I've asked
everybody.

DURBROW: Well, again, I get back to what I started to talk about earlier, that we don't
understand what a war of national liberation is all about. And your other sources that said this
was what they hoped to do by political means and we forced them to come with force, that is just
for the birds. It's happened all over the damn place, in Cuba, Vietnam, El Salvador, South
Yemen, the Pathet Lao in Laos. They concoct these local insurrections and they don't work,
they've got to use more and more and more and more force. By that time, the boys weren't doing
too well, their armed forces and whatnot. And they started blowing up our barracks down there
in the South and things of that kind. They'd done some of that when I was there, you know, they
did two bombings when I was there. Fortunately, nobody was really badly hurt, but they could
have been. They tried to do it subtly. I'm talking about the communists, not just North Vietnam,
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the apparat. Every once in a while they'd want to get a provocative thing going and they'd do it.
It's not done by some battery commander that got drunk that day and pulled the lanyard and
shelled the land just as far as whatever it is. I don't know exactly what the motivation was, but
they were up there in their territory, of course, in the Gulf of Tonkin, and they were getting
pretty in close I suppose, and they said, "Well, we've got to try to scare these guys off." I don't
know. They're not afraid of doing a thing like that and when they feel they're not doing too well
otherwise, why not try to shoot the works a bit?

By the way, I took my oldest son out to see the Verdun war battlefields out there, and we'd gone
out for the weekend in Paris and were driving and I had the radio on and by golly, I heard about
the Gulf of Tonkin. I cheered, "We're finally going to clean that place up."

Q: How did you feel when the first combat troops went in? This would have been about a year
and a half later.

DURBROW: Yes. I was all for it. The one thing that I really don't like and still don't understand,
and I blame basically McNamara for this, but the graduated response which turned out to be
also--and I hadn't heard about this before until I got to NATO. When you're trying to do a
graduated response on the trip wire and on the Iron Curtain and all that sort of business, [it] just
threw me for a loop that we should think in those terms. You either go in to win or you don't go
in. Now, if you're not going to go on to win with this graduated response and a little bit more, a
little bit more, then the bombing pattern was wrong as hell. What Nixon did in 1971, mined the
harbors and bombed the hell out of Haiphong and Hanoi, should have been done from the day we
went in and then they'd understand you. The only thing they understand is force and we'll use it if
necessary, and if we go in there using force, you've got to have plenty to make it work. We just
put more and more troops in, more and more troops in without doing [anything. We should have]
cut off their supplies. How the British did it in Malaysia, they just cut off all the supplies to the
Chinese in the jungle. [There are] mostly Chinese down there, you know. The people that lived
on the fringe of the forest, the jungle, they had to curfew at night, one person outside just got
shot dead, period, no human rights, or they've got the wrong [person], woman or child, no My
Lais. They just said, "You're out of bounds. Pfffft!" Of course, the My Lais are another thing.

Q: Yes, there's a difference.

DURBROW: Oh, well it wasn't at all. There were many My Lais in Vietnam, many, many,
many. When you're working under conditions of that kind in a guerrilla operation in a jungle
area, hostile, unfriendly area, you can't tell whose black pajamas are whose black pajamas, and
you're taking you're company through. Suppose you're going to capture Hill 202 up there, you've
got to go through some villages, you send word in, "Everybody in their quarters. If one person
comes out, we're going to shoot." And when your troops have been hit before by kids being
taught how to throw grenades, use small automatic weapons, so do women, when you've got
people that have been trained to do that and they do it all the time, they've been doing it for a
long time. Poor [William] Calley got caught and made a heel of, a terrible killer. God, that went
on all the time, My Lais. You can't have Hague convention rules of war apply in a jungle,
unconventional warfare type operation. You've got to be tougher than hell.
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Q. How would you answer the people who talk about hearts and minds in a war like this?

DURBROW: Well, again, I say the hearts and minds of over four hundred thousand in the militia
and the civil guard--five hundred thousand Vietnamese in the South were given arms by us
through their government and they didn't turn around and shoot them in the other direction. They
were dead against Hanoi, they were dead against the communist type of operation, they didn't
want the Viet Cong, a lot of them had lived under it. So it's too bad if you get some women and
children when you're going through a Viet Cong [area]. The Vietnamese understood. They did it.
They weren't going to let their boys get killed because there might be a woman who did or didn't
have a gun and she was looking out of a window and she had a broomstick in her hand. You just
shoot. This hearts and minds and this hearts and flowers, do-gooder stuft is beautiful, but when
you're in a war, you've got to go in to win. The reason we didn't win this war and lost a hell of a
lot was--I haven't got the paper I gave you on it; I can give it to you later, because I've got it
xeroxed now. But I ended up by saying, quoting Vo Nguyen Giap, the commander of the North,
"This is the model war of national liberation. If we don't win this one, we won't win any others.
If we win this one, it's going to go wonderful for us and the imperialists will lose." And we have
ever since.

We just don't understand what that damn system is. I'm working on a piece right now for a
committee over here in the Senate to explain where terrorism fits into this thing. Because way
down the line in there it's a tool they use to make a war of national liberation work, or in
countries like Italy or France or Germany where they have a stabilized, western type
parliamentary government, to try to get their communist party into the government in cabinet
positions by showing the people that the present government can't maintain law and order.
People get shot in the streets in Italy or wherever it is and grenades thrown there and the Prime
Minister gets captured and killed, [Aldo] Moro. "Gee whiz, these guys are no damn good. We'd
better try to confuse issues, get their people disgruntled with their own present government," and
then by using the ballot box, we've got a nice communist party in Italy, France, wherever it is,
not in Germany. But then they get them in the government and start worming from within. And
that's the kind of terrorism they use there.

Q: Have you--I'm sure you have--read or do you know the work of Douglas Pike on the Viet
Cong?

DURBROW: Oh yes, yes, sure.

Q: What's your reading of him? He wrote a book later, I think, on the Viet Cong use of terror,
specifically. Did that confirm your own observations?

DURBROW: Yes, it did very definitely. Gosh, when they cut off hands, they cut off heads, they
put a village chief's head on a pole, not always but very often, and they impressed the kids.
They'd go in at night, "Join us or else." They didn't dare desert, although some two hundred
thousand did desert by the way of the Viet Cong forces--Viet Minh, Viet Cong forces. So in the
hearts and minds of people, they didn't think Diem was God's gift to manhood, womanhood and
all the rest of the world, but they had more confidence in him than they did in letting the Viet
Cong take over.
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And that's one of the things our press does. I don't blame them. They've got to sell newspapers.
And they've got to make it sensational for anybody to read it: "Three Women Killed Yesterday."
Ah, terrible. "American Soldiers Shot" whoever it is, or our side shot somebody. The four nuns
in El Salvador, who the hell shot them? I don't know, I don't think anybody knows. But why are
four women out at an airport unless they had some real reason to be out there, coming back at ten
o'clock at night on a patrolled road, a road that was ambushed on many other occasions, with
roadblocks on it by one side or the other, driving down the main drag in a panel truck you can't
see who was in it? They either went by a roadblock they didn't see or didn't stop, and the boys let
go and they got them. "Oh, my God, we got some women. Look, they're nuns. Let's try to hide
the bodies over here." It's too bad they're dead, they were courageous women, but they were
foolish to go down a road in a place where they operate at night. The guerrillas work at night as
well as the other people.

We got ourselves all hot and bothered about these little bit of things. Our FBIs were saying all
this time about whether this bullet came from this gun. Too bad the women are dead, but why the
hell were they going down that road at that time of night? Too bad they were killed, it's terrible,
but I don't think anybody has even suggested that it was done deliberately, their ambush was just
to get those four American women, whether the rightists or the leftists or the middle got them.
We get ourselves all mixed up in that sort of thing. So I hope we can get more realism of what's
going on in these various operations. A war of national liberation's working like a charm for our
Soviet friends. Vietnam was one of them.

JOHN W. KIMBALL
Assistant Security Officer
Saigon (1958-1960)
John W. Kimball was born in California in 1934 and received his bachelor’s and
master’s degree from Stanford University. He was positioned in Saigon, Sarajevo,
Brussels and London. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on May 24,
1999.
Q: You were in Saigon from ‘58 until when?
KIMBALL: July, 1960.
Q: That should have been fascinating.
KIMBALL: It was very interesting. I should add that I was married in the summer of ‘58 as well.

Q: Where did you meet your wife?

KIMBALL: In the State Department. Lyla (Rustan) was a secretary in UN Political Affairs and
we were introduced by mutual friends. In those days one could arrange blind dates, and this one
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worked out very well for me.

Q: Not too much earlier I've had men say that they were called before personnel and some
crusty old gentleman would say, “You've been overseas long enough and we want you back here
in Washington and it’s up to you to get a wife.” It usually worked out too.

KIMBALL: Lyla went from IO on assignment to New Delhi and stayed there for about six
months. I finally was able to persuade her to come back and we got married in July of ‘58. Soon
after, I learned of my assignment to Saigon and we got there in late August, via stopovers in
Tokyo and Hong Kong. (Our memorandum of assignment was dated August 13 and told us we
should arrive at post on or about August 30!) I was assigned as the assistant security officer in a
regional security office which covered Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam.

Q: What was Saigon, South Vietnam, like at that time?

KIMBALL: I had to consult a map at FSI to make sure I knew where I was going because my
interests had been concentrated on Europe. It struck me upon arrival as very much a French
ambiance. That was because we drove down the main street of Saigon and saw what the French
had left. There were still French restaurants, and French was still a language that one could get
around in. Saigon itself was a very pleasant city. Cholon was also fun to visit, with its own ethnic
Chinese population. But you didn’t have to go far to see how lower-income Vietnamese lived in
what for us were very poor conditions. I also learned that even in late ‘58, early ‘59, we were not
to drive around the countryside at night. We had to take precautions.

Q: Who was our ambassador when you were there?
KIMBALL: Elbridge Durbrow was the ambassador for my entire two years.
Q: Did you have anything to do with him?

KIMBALL: At that time our Embassy was on a corner not far from the Saigon River (Vo-di
Nguy and Ham-Nghi streets) and the security office and the administrative office were in the
annex which was a couple of doors away. I didn’t have contact with the Ambassador directly.
However, our house was across the street from the Residence and we frequently went over there
on Sunday nights to play badminton, and enjoy the gatherings he put on for Embassy personnel.
Our cooks traded tablecloths when entertaining. Ambassador Durbrow was an old EE hand and
he knew a couple of people with whom I had worked on the Soviet desk. However, as a junior
officer in the “annex,” I had no regular access to the substantive work of the Embassy.

Q: As a security officer what were you responsibilities?

KIMBALL: We screened local employees and conducted the traditional physical security checks
such as controlling public access, Marine guard deployments, and document security. My
supervisor, Warren McMurray, did the liaison with the Vietnamese authorities, assisted by a
local employee, Dick Robertson, a young man of English parents who had grown up in Saigon.
For a new junior Foreign Service officer it was a good way to find out how missions operated
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and for an administrative job - and maybe I shouldn’t put it this way - it had some substantive
overtones to it. You had to know what was going on. You had to work with some of the other
agencies in town. There was a huge AID mission in Saigon at the time and we had to help them
out sometimes. Incidentally, the first two names on the Vietnam Memorial on the Mall date to
July, 1959, during our tour.

Q: We're talking about people killed in action, Foreign Service people killed in action?

KIMBALL: No, these were military advisors, whose names are etched on the Vietnam Memorial
here in Washington. The first two military names on there are dated July, 1959, and they were
killed by Viet Cong in Bien Hoa, outside Saigon, while watching a movie in their compound. We
got word of that late at night. McMurray was away at the time, so I had to go immediately to the
Embassy and make sure that things were secured adequately. One aspect of that job that |
remember with pleasure was the opportunities to travel to our posts in Hue, Vientiane, and
Phnom Penh, which were very interesting in those days.

Q: We didn’t have one in Da Nang did we, it was Hue?
KIMBALL: Yes, it was Hue.
Q: What was Hue like?

KIMBALL: It seemed a very quiet and peaceful place. Lots of Vietnamese history and culture
there. We had Vietnamese language officers assigned as consuls. Being in the boondocks, they
were experiencing the realities of living in Vietnam much more than we in Saigon. I developed a
lot of respect for the work they were doing. Especially after our next tour in Sarajevo, I often
wondered how much the Embassy or the Department listened to their observations.

Q: Obviously some people had been shot, but how was the Vietcong or the communist insurgency
viewed when you were there?

KIMBALL: It was something that we knew was out there in the remote areas of South Vietnam
but you didn’t need to worry about it on a personal basis living in Saigon. The rules were to not
travel country roads at night, and to check in with the security office before you traveled to many
places outside Saigon. I don’t remember any specific instances where American civilians were
threatened, or harmed, It was a precautionary thing rather than a response to specific threats.

After a great weekend in the cool hill station at Dalat, a small group of us returning in two autos
had the misfortune of not just one but two flat tires, one on each auto. On one car the tire was
changed but on the other, for some reason, the spare was not usable. So it was decided the
repaired car should drive towards Saigon and seek assistance, while one colleague went along
with a tire to try to find a place to get it fixed. Meanwhile, the remaining group, including us, had
to sit parked on a remote stretch of road battling biting bugs and getting jumpy about those
creepy jungle sounds as the sun began to set. Imagine the relief when a local bus came wobbling
down the highway and stopped. Out hopped our colleague, Harry Christie, with a repaired tire.
Always with a dry sense of humor, he had us exploding with laughter as he stated he would not
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have minded the hot and crowded bus if it hadn’t had all those ducks sitting on the rafters leaving
their “calling cards” all over the place!

Q: I would have thought that in hiring Vietnamese it would have been somewhat difficult to
screen them because you had this massive flow only three years before from North Vietnam and
these tended to be probably the people that you were more likely to hire, I would think. They
were probably a little better in French, better educated, and all of that. Was this a problem?

KIMBALL: In retrospect, I’'m not sure we had a very reliable methodology. We handled name
checks through a local employee who as I mentioned earlier had grown up in Vietnam and
seemed to have a solid foot in both cultures. He conducted name checks with colleagues in the
Vietnamese Sureté and I never understood exactly what resources were available to them. Of
course, we checked with other elements in the Embassy too. At least nothing bad happened on
our watch.

Q: Was it a concern that the communists might infiltrate into our secrets?

KIMBALL: I don’t believe there was an active concern that they were actually going to infiltrate
us by means of employment, although naturally we had to take precautions. In any case, our
local employees were located primarily in the “Annex” and USOM (AID), not the Chancery. Our
worries were more about the security of American personnel traveling around the countryside
and the safe handling of classified documents.

Q: This was not the era where people were coming around with bicycles full of explosives.

KIMBALL: No, but it could have happened very easily given the nature of traffic and circulation
in Saigon. Luckily for us, however, we were there in a trough between the French war ending in
1954 and the American combat involvement later on. We were there at a relatively benign time
with no overt hostility to Americans, at least in Saigon.

Q: Was there much of a knowledgeable cadre of people in the officer corps who knew much
about Vietnam when you were there?

KIMBALL: There were colleagues in the political section and in Hue who were Vietnamese
language speakers. We also knew John Monjo, an ex-roommate in Washington, who was a
Cambodian language officer assigned to Phnom Penh. Yes, there was a real effort to get below
the surface and I think that they were doing that. However, neither in Saigon nor later in
Washington in the ‘60s and ‘70s could I ever satisfy myself that their expertise and insights were
being adequately factored into the decision-making process.

Q: What about our American military, was that very apparent?
KIMBALL: There were about 600 military advisors. Professionally I had few contacts, but there
were several nice bachelor officers quarters or enlisted men’s quarters which were always fun to

visit. They had great steaks, lettuce, and ice cream! I’'m sure these installations, and the advisors,
must have been obvious to the Vietnamese. A commentary sometimes heard among the junior

298



Embassy officers was that American advisors were helping the Vietnamese prepare for another
Korea-type military invasion from the North across the 17" parallel, a contingency which did not
seem as likely to us as a more subtle and insidious infiltration into South Vietnam’s countryside,
where we reckoned it would be difficult for outsiders to distinguish friend from foe.

There was a very large AID mission financing a lot of projects. In my second year there, I began
to wonder whether there wasn’t something missing: was money, or so-called development, going
to solve all our problems? Was there a reciprocal desire on the part of the Vietnamese leadership
to make the most of the foreign economic and other assistance they were getting? The longer |
stayed there, the more that gnawed at me.

Q: Were people talking about basically corruption, nepotism, and all that?

KIMBALL: In my position I didn’t notice corruption as much as I did simple unwillingness or
inability of people in government to make decisions, or to make the decisions that we thought
were necessary to use the assistance effectively and affect popular political attitudes. But there
again | was an outsider as far as the AID program was concerned. There were a lot of well-
intended things going on.

There was another factor that didn’t get enough notice, I believe, and that was the Vietnamese’
official antipathy to the ethnic Chinese resident in south Vietnam. While we were there, the
Government decreed that all ethnic Chinese should use Vietnamese surnames. We seemed to let
that pass, presumably out of our larger interests in the stability of the GVN. But it also seemed a
symptom of the GVN’s inability to capitalize on its own resources and co-opt the talents of a
significant group in its society. On the other hand, this same antipathy led me to believe that we
didn’t have to worry as much as we did about the possibility of close cooperation between Hanoi
and Beijing.

Q: Later it became almost overwhelming, but [ was wondering about the CIA presence. This was
something that as a security officer you would be aware of, but was it a big establishment at that
time?

KIMBALL: I thought our office had a friendly relationship with the deputy at the time. They
occupied a certain amount of space in the Chancery which I didn’t consider overwhelming. In
fact, the deputy, one Bill Colby, and his wife graciously included us in a dinner party at their
home one evening. Beyond that I was not aware of what, specifically, they were up to.

Q: Did you have any contact yourself with the Vietnamese government, sort of at the local level,
police stations, and all?

KIMBALL: I must confess that I did not because either my boss did it on the formal level or
local employees did it on the working level. For some reason, it did not seem very necessary. It

may have been a mistake in retrospect.

Q: You say you had Cambodia and Laos. Did you get to Vientiane much?
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KIMBALL: I made a trip to Vientiane, where I did a formal security survey, with the assistance
of a very cooperative Administrative Officer. At the time Vientiane seemed a long way away
from anything and Laos had yet to achieve the notoriety that it did later. I remember being
fascinated by a return flight from Vientiane on an Air Laos plane that was older than a DC-3. It
stopped at dusty runways in Pakse and Savannakhet. For Christmas of 1958, we visited friends at
the Embassy in Phnom Penh and drove with John Monjo to visit Angkor Wat. The stillness, the
ambiance of Angkor in its undamaged and relatively undeveloped state, was a memorable
experience. It was our first taste of an old colonial hotel, in Siem Reap, complete with sagging
beds and huge mosquito netting surrounds.

Q: Laos was beginning to heat up wasn’t it?

KIMBALL: It was beginning, at least in the remote areas. Again, it was a fairly friendly situation
for Americans in the capital and of course we did not yet have the infiltration problems we later
had with Laos and Cambodia.

Q: It’s just getting impressions of this.

KIMBALL: Let’s put it this way, it was safe to travel and what I remember most was the travel
rather than the politics of it. I can’t say I did anything that qualifies me as an expert on the area.

Q: When you were in Saigon were you picking up from other junior officers at all about whither
Vietnam?

KIMBALL: Yes, I have mentioned several items already — the training objectives of the MAAG,
the uses of our economic assistance, the use of our language officers, and the difficulties of
getting the GVN to act in its own self-interest. I think we also covered the idea that the
Vietnamese - north or south - had their own agenda and the seeds of doubt were sown in my
mind about the “domino theory.” The Vietnam situation seemed just too unique and it was hard
to imagine the North could have any interest, or ability, to carry its fight beyond Indo-China or
allow their future to be mortgaged to the Soviets or Chinese. In the 1960s, I would ask myself
whether it really would make any difference to us “who ran Saigon.”

If I can generalize about it, the feeling during our tour was that the Diem government was very
hard to deal with. It was very hard to push in the directions that we wanted it to go to but it
probably was the only administrative mechanism available and probably better than any
alternatives. That was kind of a dilemma that was I think noted at the time: that you can’t really
do without him and yet you can’t do much with him. By then he had absorbed the opposition in
the South, the local warlords, and the religious factions, and things seemed to be on a path
towards improvement and on the way up. If they would just use our aid correctly and unbend a
little bit, they would have a lot going for them.

Q: Any discussion about the ability of the South Vietnamese army?

KIMBALL: I never got involved in any specifics on that. [ knew we were trying to train it and
work with it but [ never saw any evaluations.
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THEODORE J. C. HEAVNER
Political Officer
Hue (1958-1959)

Political Officer
Saigon (1960-1961)

Vietnam Working Group
Washigton, DC (1961-1963)

Theodore Heavner was born in Canton, Ohio in 1929 and was educated at Case
Western Reserve College, the State University of lowa and Harvard. He entered
the Foreign Service in 1955. His career included posts in Hue, Saigon, Medan
and Georgetown, Guyana. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy in
1997.

Q: What were you getting about Vietnam? By this time it was divided and Ho Chi Minh was the
ruler in the North and Diem in the South. Were you getting anything about a contrast between
the two places?

HEAVNER: I focused on the fact that here was a country not occupied by the Soviets or the
Chinese communists which had nevertheless emerged from World War Il as a communist state.
North Vietnam seemed to have a genuine popular base which was, I thought, quite different
from what we had seen in places like Eastern Europe. I examined a number of factors I thought
had led to that outcome. However, I’'m not sure we saw a glaring difference between North and
South at that time. Subsequently, there certainly was a great difference. It was never like North
and South Korea, though. The North was never that different, it seems to me. The Vietnamese
think of themselves as northern, central, or southern, and in a way the division of the country
was a throw back to earlier periods in Vietnamese history when the country had been divided
between north and south. So, in some respects, 1954 was not that much of a departure from their
past. But the Vietnamese are one people with a common history and culture.

Q: You were in Vietnam from when to when?

HEAVNER: I went first to Vietnam in 1958, had a brief stop in Saigon and was in Hue 1958-
60. Then I served briefly, six or seven months, in Saigon in 1961 at which time I came back to
the States and worked on Vietnam here. After a period in Indonesia I was pulled out and sent
back to Vietnam during the war, i.e., 1966-69.

Q: Let’s go back to 1958. You went first to Saigon. What were you doing there?

HEAVNER: I was assigned to the political section, but I think the intention from the beginning
was that if [ seemed suitable, and they wanted to look me over pretty carefully because this was
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my first Foreign Service assignment, I was to go to Hue and replace Bob Barbour. That was fine
with me. I thought that was a wonderful idea.

In Saigon, I was asked to do some very minor chores, and there were a lot of social events in
which I think I was certainly being sized up. But it was all really just a prelude to going up to
Hue, and it was a wonderful experience just getting there. I chose to drive up, and it was the
beginning of the rainy season. Route One, the only road that still, I think, goes all the way along
the coast was broken in many places by floods, with bridges down and various hazards of one
kind or another. It took the better part of a week to get there. I had a great introduction to rural
Vietnam.

Q: What was the political situation in Saigon when you arrived in 1958?

HEAVNER: Diem had had to deal with a number of private armies, the Hoa Hao and a couple
of others.

Q: Wasn't that rather close to Saigon?

HEAVNER: Yes, the Hoa Hao were, certainly. Diem had to face up to them, and he succeeded
in imposing his authority. He seemed a very vigorous and straightforward person. We felt he
was a pretty good choice as head of the government, and it seemed at that time that with some
help from the U.S., South Vietnam could become not only economically sound but also
politically healthy. We unfortunately thought then that Diem was inclined, at least, towards
democratic institutions. So, it was kind of a honeymoon period with Diem.

I saw him three or four times in Hue. The consulate corps consisted of only three consulates, the
Chinese, the French, and the U.S. Diem’s family was in Hue, his very old mother and a younger
brother who ran central Vietnam like a fiefdom under Diem. Consequently, Diem came to Hue
quite often, and when he did the consular corps, of course, would be out at the airport to meet
him. On a few occasions he took us with him on his travels around central Vietnam. So, unlike
most junior officers and certainly most consular officers, I actually interacted with the head of
government on a fairly informal basis a few times, which was really heady stuff for a young
Foreign Service officer. This was especially exciting because the embassy was intensely
interested in what Diem said and how he behaved when he was in his own particular area, i.e.,
central Vietnam. I liked him then. I thought he was a very dynamic person.

What ultimately went sour, of course, was his dependency on his family. He essentially trusted
only family in running his government and they turned out to be not very trustworthy. They let
him down in a lot of ways. They were also very authoritarian in outlook. The idea of democracy
was the furthest thing from Ngo Dinh Can’s mind. He set up what was supposed to be a secret
political party, which wasn’t very secret, known as the Can Lao. That party was what he really
used to control central Vietnam. All the prerequisites which he could give to the Can Lao party
in order to generate funds for them, like a monopoly on the cinnamon trade, was done.

Q: Cinnamon was a fairly substantial crop?
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HEAVNER: Well, it was in great demand because among other things it was old cinnamon
which grew wild in the highlands and was thought to have great medicinal powers.
Consequently, it brought quite a high price. There was also ordinary cinnamon, not from old
trees, and production costs were very low, so I guess the take from that was substantial.

I knew the Can Lao chief financial agent, whose home was in Da Nang. In fact, he took me tiger
hunting, but we never encountered any tigers, for which I was very grateful. He had a very
sporting notion of how one hunts tigers, and the tiger really had a chance. He not only ran the
cinnamon industry for the Can Lao, he also owned the entire Vietnamese merchant marine. I’'m
not sure he actually owned it, but it was all in his name. Their merchant marine consisted of
only four or five vessels, but still... That is how it was.

Q: Who was our ambassador when you arrived in Saigon in 1958?

HEAVNER: Elbridge Durbrow. I read his obituary just a week or so ago in the post. [ was
amazed that he had lived to age 93 because I remembered him as a) a chain-smoker and b) a
very active, overweight person. I thought he was a prime candidate for an early heart attack.
Durbrow was quite a character.

Q: I'm trying to get a feel for these people. Was the embassy small enough so that even as a
Jjunior officer you were within his orbit?

HEAVNER: Not really, because I was in Hue. He came to Hue once and was our houseguest. I
was in his orbit at that point. The Vietnamese laid everything on for him. I remember we went
to Quang Nam province and went up the Tra Cuc River on a barge that could only be described
as minor league Cleopatra. They had a couple of big armchairs on the barge for him and the
province chief. It was powered by a little, very antiquated outboard motor. Durbrow was
famous for mumbling, and he was mumbling and I was translating. This was difficult because
the motor was going put-put-put- bang, put-put-put-bang. Durbrow would mumble, then look at
me and [ would say, “I’'m sorry, Mr. Ambassador, I didn’t hear what you said.” It was not my
finest hour.

Q: 1 take it the feeling at the time, 1958, was that South Vietnam was going to make it?
HEAVNER: Oh, yes. We certainly thought so.

Q: Was there any particular threat from the Viet Cong?

HEAVNER: Yes. There was indeed. In fact [ am proud to say I must have been one of the very
few people who saw some of that coming. I wrote a dispatch based on talking to missionaries
and district chiefs, in the highlands primarily, who told me about infiltration from the North,
that the Viet Cong strength was growing. I said this was a growing threat and an ominous one.

Indeed, when I finally saw Ngo Dinh Can, who did not ever receive foreigners, but he...

Q: This was Diem’s brother?
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HEAVNER: Yes.
Q: And sort of the godfather of the central area?

HEAVNER: He was indeed and a very reclusive, mysterious figure. My predecessor, Bob
Barbour, had gotten to see him once. I was very anxious to duplicate that as was the
ambassador. I can’t say that I got to know him, but I did see him. I spent the better part of an
hour with him. One of the things I asked him about was this fact, as [ saw it, of increased
communist activity in the highland provinces as well as Quang Ngai. I don’t know if he was ill-
informed or simply wanting to put me off, but he made light of it. He did not appear to see it as
a threat.

Q: Where is Quang Ngai?

HEAVNER: Quang Ngai is on the coast. If you go south from Hue, you hit Quang Nam
province and then the next one down is Quang Ngai. The consular district included all of those
central coastal provinces down to Binh Din and the embassy later added, because they wanted
me to go there, Pleiku and Kontum, two highland provinces. The Montagnard country.

Q: Was there a consulate in Da Nang at that time?
HEAVNER: No.
Q: So you had pretty much the north?

HEAVNER: Yes, including Quang Tri which was up near the border.

Q: What was the situation in Hue when you got there? A little about living and then how a
young Foreign Service officer goes about working in an area like that.

HEAVNER: Hue was a consulate although they didn’t want us to do any consular work. If
anyone wanted a visa or passport they had to go to Saigon for it. The reason for that was not
terribly clear to me because we could have done consular work there. There wouldn’t have been
that much demand for it.

The main reason I was there, and Bob Barbour before me, and a number of other people after
me, was to report on the situation in central Vietnam and in particular the area bordering North
Vietnam and the activities of Ngo Dinh Can and his people. So, it was a political reporting post.
I think the intention was when they opened the post that we would get soundings from North
Vietnam. But it was a sealed border. We never learned anything about North Vietnam as far as [
know. Certainly we didn’t while I was there.

Q: Was there concern from the embassy and was it transmitted to you about Ngo Dinh Can and
his activities at that point?

HEAVNER: We didn’t know what to make of him. Certainly the word that the government
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gave us was that he was doing a lot of good things. He was very interested in education and
very supportive of the University of Hue. He was busy working through his people with USAID
[United States Agency for International Development] to build rural schools and put in small
irrigation works. One of the things I did was to travel around and look at those and it seemed to
me that the money for the small irrigation works, in particular, had just evaporated. When I
talked to Can, he was indeed interested in education, particularly the University of Hue. I think
some of the money which he made or taxed was going there. This was a despot but he was not
entirely bad by any means. There was certainly a benevolent aspect to Can and to Diem. They
did want the country to prosper and they did want the people to be taken care of, as long as it
was clear who was in charge and who would get the cream of the crop.

Q: Were you picking up any mutterings against him and the Diem family while you were in Hue
or was Hue pretty much in their pocket?

HEAVNER: One of the things I reported on was how Cam had picked up on a lot of communist
tactics for controlling the population, like peasant farmer organizations and political study
sessions. He had not done nearly as good a job as the communists did in the North, but he had
picked up on a lot of their methods and people were afraid to complain about him and Diem.
There was no freedom of expression. I think that central Vietnam was a pretty introverted,
reticent kind of culture to begin with and became more so under Can.

This was the heartland of Vietnam in many respects. Hue was the old dynastic capital for many
years, and Bao Dai had been there under the French not so long before.

Q: Was there still a royal presence in Hue and did that have any significance?

HEAVNER: There were relatives I was told, but I never met them and they had as far as I could
make out no political impact. I think any of them who might have been interested had been
forced to leave. Bao Dai, himself, of course, was very much out of the picture.

Q: Yes, he was in France.
HEAVNER: And I don’t think he was wanting to come back.
Q: How did you go about your business?

HEAVNER: That was a bit of a problem for me initially. It was not entirely clear how I would
operate there. I began by doing a lot of traveling. In fact I did a lot of traveling throughout
because I found that the people who would talk most readily were district chiefs and sometimes
province chiefs outside of Hue. I made a lot of contacts within the city, although there wasn’t a
lot of social life there to begin with. But these tended to be very careful about what they said. I
got a lot more information from people in the countryside about what was going on. I reported
that. We did a series of provincial surveys in which I described everything I could find out
about each province - its economy, its political structure, and what the Can Lao seemed to be
doing there. Who the province and district chiefs were and where they came from and how they
interacted with the Montagnards in the case of the highlands at least, and in the case of Quang
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Ngai with the Cham minority. Strangely enough there is still a Cham minority there.

I did a comprehensive survey of each of those provinces as I could, beginning with Binh Dinh,
because my predecessor had done Thua Thien and Quang Tri. I did Quang Ngai, Binh Dinh,
Pleiku, and Kontum. That took quite a while, actually because I had to come and go several
times and travel over those roads was slow.

Q: This was long before the time when if you wanted to go anywhere you just whistled up a
helicopter and off you would go.

HEAVNER: Yes.
Q: Were there many missionaries there?

HEAVNER: I found one who was a very good source and very knowledgeable. He had spent
many years there, mostly in the highlands, but also along the coast. He didn’t have the parochial
point of view that so many of the missionaries encapsulated themselves in. He really was
interested in the political structure and what was going on across the board. I quoted him a great
deal in my reports.

Otherwise, my main sources were some province and district chiefs who were a little more
loquacious and friendly than most of the others. As I said, I did get to know the financial front
man for Can Lao pretty well. I was his guest at his home a number of times and that was an
overnight guest because he was in Da Nang. As I said, he took me tiger hunting twice and thank
God we didn’t find any tigers because his idea of hunting tigers was to get a shotgun with what
I think they called a triple O shot. It had only three pellets. You went through the brush on foot
with a miner’s light on your head. The idea was that you would pick up the cat’s eyes in this
light and that would stop him long enough for you to let him have it with the shotgun. A very
sporting proposition it seems to me still. Fortunately, I didn’t encounter a tiger with him. I did
later, in a much safer situation, but I didn’t get that one either.

Q: At that time was there a feeling of oppression? How would you describe what you were
getting out of the country?

HEAVNER: It was not at all well received in Saigon, but I thought, as I said, it was a pretty
tight, well regulated communist style regime in central Vietnam, given the way the population
was organized and required to do this and that. That dispatch was not well received because it
didn’t read very well from the point of view of this friendly, supposedly increasingly
democratic regime that we were supporting. I did not see it as a particularly benevolent regime
in that respect. Freedom of expression was not there.

Q: You say it wasn’t received well at the embassy. I think an interesting thing is the difference
between the...

HEAVNER: Well, Saigon was a very different place. In Saigon, the opposition did mouth off
and they did get reported in the press. There was nothing like that in central Vietnam.
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Q: Would you go back to Saigon from time to time and were you getting they would rather have
you reporting on a different view, or something like that?

HEAVNER: No. [ wasn’t told that this was biased reporting, although I think that was the
message. | think there was also the view in Saigon that “Hey, this country has never been a
democracy. These people have never exercised much in the way of democratic rights. Don’t get
so concerned about it.” Although that was never said. There was some justice in it, too, by the
way. We are not exactly seeing a democratic regime there these days.

Q: In 1954 there was this mass exodus of Catholics from the North. Did that have an impact on
your area?

HEAVNER: I think so, as Diem, of course, was Catholic. He used a lot of northern people who
were Catholic. I visited some of the Catholic groups in central Vietnam who were still in very
bad shape in 1959. They were on very unproductive land along the coast and being supported in
part by the GVN and in part by USAID. They were certainly not going to be able to grow
enough rice to take care of themselves. They were heartedly despised by many of the southern
and central Vietnamese by the way. They were seen as carpet baggers and the fact that Diem
used them as well as his central Vietnamese Catholics was part of the reason, probably, that he
was not more successful in uniting the country under his aegis.

Q. How were relations in your area with the Buddhists at that point? Later this became a
major, major issue.

HEAVNER: That is one of my regrets of my Hue assignment. There were a lot of Buddhist
temples there and I saw them and thought about them. They were completely excluded from the
political scene or excluded themselves from it in those days. But, I thought it would be
interesting to get to know them and the structure of their organization and to write a report on it.
I had always intended to do that but never got around to it before I left, unfortunately, because
as you pointed out the Buddhists became a potent political factor later on. I suppose Tri Quang
was there in those days. I did not know about him. I had not heard of him when I was there.

Q: Tri Quang became the Buddhist leader and very controversial figure later.
HEAVNER: Much later. I did meet him later on in Hue, but that was during the war.
Q: Was the Catholic church playing any role up where you were?

HEAVNER: Probably, but again that was not something that was easy to plug into. There was
an assumption, I think, that the priests would do whatever was necessary to assist and support
Can and Diem. They were very active in some of the social welfare organizations and
educational efforts in central Vietnam. My assumption always was that they were important in
that respect. The rector of the university in Hue was a Catholic priest. He was, however, central
Vietnamese, not northern. I knew him pretty well, seeing him socially a lot. In many ways he
was a very admirable man who worked very hard to set-up a university and bring to it
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Vietnamese who had qualifications for teaching. Father Luan was his name. In fact, he came to
the States when [ was working on Vietnam here and visited me and had dinner with us. I think
that was the last time I ever saw him though. I think he had died before I went back to Vietnam.
He had a very active secretary general at the university. A young man who was very, very
intelligent and very fluent in English, whom I also got to know pretty well. He was not clergy
and had been educated in French as had his wife. The university was a pretty good organization
as far as I could make out, a reputable, substantial educational institution.

Q: What about the consular corps? You said there was a French and a Chinese consulate. Did
you ever work with them or was everyone off on their own?

HEAVNER: We did not have a lot of social interaction. The Chinese consul was an elderly man
who as far as I could make out rarely went out and certainly didn’t travel. His English was
negligible so communication with him was in French and my French wasn’t very good. So, |
didn’t have a lot of interaction with him at all. The Frenchman was an interesting man. I think
the French did not regard that post as important and I think he was on the skids careerwise. He
was a very tall man, about 6' 6," which made him remarkable indeed in a country where most
people are five feet and under. I think he did have good connections in the remaining French
community. There wasn’t much left of that, but he was worth listening to when he was willing
to talk, which wasn’t very often. I think he saw the Americans as usurping the French role in
Vietnam, however, and doing a pretty poor job of it. He basically was not very friendly to the
U.S. or to me. In short, by and large, not a useful contact.

Q: What was the social life like there?

HEAVNER: Minimal. There was a Cercle Sportif, a nice building and right on the river, but it
seemed like a haunted house. It had been a French enclave, of course, in the old days and the
French were largely gone. In fact, as far as I could make out they were pretty much all gone
from Hue. I recall going over there early in my tour at noon and walking around all alone in this
big building and thinking how nice it was and how lonely it felt.

What social life there was was dinners. They weren’t much for receptions. There would be
national day receptions and that was about it. The province chief and the delegate, they called
him, who was the central government figure for the whole region, but who seemed to be much
less powerful than the province chiefs, would come to my home when invited. They rarely
reciprocated. I think I was never at the delegate’s house for dinner and only a few times at the
province chief’s home.

The head of the hospital there was very friendly, however, and he did have us around many
times. When I departed, his wife thought it would be wonderful to give me a traditional
Vietnamese costume, which for males was all black and white and sort of like a tunic with a
headdress which was peculiar to, I believe, central Vietnam. So, they were good and well
plugged in people and useful contacts as well as nice friends. My wife was a nurse, which
probably helped. She had something she could talk about to him that made sense to him and was
probably useful at times.
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The head of the university and his secretary general were intelligent and knowledgeable people
who when they wanted to could tell me things that I found very interesting. Often they were
pretty circumspect.

Q: What was your impression of the Montagnards vis-a-vis the central government?

HEAVNER: I think it is fair to say the Vietnamese in general, then and perhaps still, regard the
Montagnards as slightly less than human. They were not well treated and the animosity was
reciprocated. The Montagnards did not like the Vietnamese any better than the Vietnamese
liked them. I did manage to see and talk to some Montagnards, which was difficult because
most of them spoke no Vietnamese. Those who had any foreign language spoke French, and my
French was not very good. Neither was theirs, I might add. Subsequently, when I was in Saigon
during the war, we had a marvelous go around in which a large group of Montagnards that had
been trained and armed by our people had decamped into Cambodia and we were trying to
cajole them to come back into Vietnam and deal with the Viet Cong and the Ho Chi Minh trail.
The head man insisted that our ambassador, who was then Henry Cabot Lodge, come out to
meet him on the border between Cambodia and Vietnam. Lodge was not about to do that so he
sent me. I and an army colonel landed in a helicopter in a clearing. As we were coming down
the pilot said, “We haven’t prepared this landing.” I said, “What do you mean you haven’t
prepared this landing?” He said, “Well, usually we spray it with gun fire to make sure that there
is nothing down there in ambush.” When we landed and were surrounded by Montagnard troops
it was a pretty hairy moment. It turned out they were friendly. But, communicating with them
was very difficult, even at that date, because they still weren’t speaking English. The colonel
had no French and mine was rudimentary. We finally did get the leader to come into Pleiku and
talk to the Vietnamese there. Ultimately they did succeed in bringing them back into the fold.

This was much later during the war. The time you are talking about, making connections of any
kind with the Montagnard minority was difficult. I did make an effort and did see some
Montagnard leaders. They did not make a favorable impression because alcohol was a big
problem and they did a lot drinking. A leader there could afford to be drunk most of the time
and they often were.

The Vietnamese once staged a Montagnard buffalo sacrifice for my benefit, which I attended as
a guest of Can’s financial front man. It had to do with Can’s interest in the cinnamon trade,
because the Montagnards were in the area where most of the cinnamon grew. The Montagnards
were given water buffalo to sacrifice and it was a pretty sad, but I remember vividly the dancing
women and the dancing men and the spearing of the buffalo who died very slowly, I’m afraid.
A nasty business. Even though this was meant to be something the Vietnamese were doing for
the Montagnards, I felt strong currents of animosity even at that event.

Q: Was Pleiku used as a special place at this time?
HEAVNER: There had been a lot of tea plantations in Pleiku before the French war and there
was still one French planter up there whom I talked to a few times. I don’t know how much tea

he was getting out. Pleiku was kind of a wild west place then. We had an American construction
company there that under USAID was building a road from the coast right up to Pleiku. This
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was quite an undertaking because the terrain was really very rough. They had actually finished
before I left, and I was among the first to traverse that route from the coast up to Pleiku. We had
a military MAAG [Military Assistance Advisory Group], as we called it, there. I don’t think
there were more than a dozen officers there, if that. The main MAAGs were in Da Nang, Hue,
and Binh Dinh. These were the military advisory groups. They would be a handful of officers
usually, not a big contingent. And then, of course, there were the Montagnards themselves in
Pleiku, with their strikingly different traditional housing arrangements on stilts with the beams
going up. If they entertained you, which they did do a few times for me, a major part of the
entertainment was to serve you rice wine. The idea was that everybody sups from the same
straw, and if the rice wine won’t get you, that straw will. You had to partake because it would
have been a terrible discourtesy not to.

Q: Did you get any feel for the South Vietnamese military while you were there?

HEAVNER: Yes and no. The general in charge of what later became I Corps was a man who
grew up in Rome and whose Vietnamese was not very good but whose French was impeccable
and who spoke pretty good English. I used to see him occasionally. He was one of the principal
leaders of the coup against Diem ultimately. I don’t know that I knew him well, but I did know
him.

Q: What was his name?

HEAVNER: Well, you know, one of the things that happens to you as you get older is that
although these things are still all there, the recall mechanism becomes rickety. As I was sitting
here thinking about him I could see his face clearly, but I’'m blocking on his name. It will
probably come to me as we go along. You would recognize it, I think because he was a well
known general at the time of the coup. He was probably the only Vietnamese general whom I
knew when I was in Hue. Tran Van Don was his name. There were plenty of military about and
increasingly they were functioning as district and province chiefs, although most of the province
chiefs were still civilians at the time I was there. That changed later on. They came under the
military government almost entirely. But even Diem was using some military in those days.

Q: You left Hue in 1960 and then went down to Saigon for a while. What were you doing then?

HEAVNER: I was in the political section. I wasn’t doing anything that I thought was of any
consequence, but I happened to be there at the time LBJ [Lyndon Baines Johnson], then vice
president, came to South Vietnam. He insisted that he have an American as his interpreter.
Well, that was okay when he went to see Diem. We sent Tom Conlon whose French was
impeccable and Diem was probably happier in French than Vietnamese and might have felt
insulted had they sent me. Also, it would have cut the ambassador out of the exchange.
However, Johnson wanted a Vietnamese speaking American to go with him when he went into
the countryside to look at the AID projects, etc. So, I spent a day and a half literally on the laps
of the Secret Service when we were in the vehicles and more or less at Johnson’s elbow
otherwise. It was one of the most incredible days of my life. You probably have heard a lot of
Johnson stories, I think they are all true.
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I remember we had stopped along a road bed AID had financed and there was a cortege of
Vietnamese, mostly women, standing along the edge of the road waving American flags.
Johnson riveted one Vietnamese woman and said, “Tell her that I am the Vice President of the
United States of America and have come here to help the Vietnamese people.” I told her that
and she said, as Vietnamese do when they don’t know what else to say,“Yah.” And he asked me
to tell her that this road is one of the great things that we have done to help the Vietnamese
people. I did and she said, “Yah”. Then he asked me to ask her if she has heard about the
American AID program. I did and she said, “Yah”. He then asked me what is she saying? Well,
in Vietnamese “yah” is a “yes, I hear you,” it is not “yes, you are right.” It may be “yes, I don’t
believe a word you are saying” or “yes, I don’t understand you,” but it is just, “yes, I'm
listening.” I said, “I don’t know, Mr. Vice President, she really didn’t say.” He stepped on my
foot very firmly and said, “Ask her again.”

It got more difficult as we went on because we were getting farther away from Saigon and the
Vietnamese, at least, were getting a little anxious about his security. We got to a bridge and the
abutments were festooned in barb wire. Johnson jumped out of the car, as he had been doing
right along to press the flesh, and somehow he got around the barb wire and down into the
village that was stretched along the creek down below without any escort. The AID director,
whose name was Gardner, pattered after him and said, “Mr. Vice President, you shouldn’t come
down here alone. It is dangerous.” Johnson looked at him and said, “Nonsense,” I guess, and
kept on going. Gardner persisted and Johnson whirled on him and said, “God damn it, if you
can’t talk nice you can’t come along.” He then moved on into the entrance of one of these little
straw huts along the river and successfully cornered a Vietnamese woman in the hut. He went
through the same drill again of how he had come to Vietnam to show our support for the
Vietnamese people and did she know about the American AID program. She said quite clearly,
“No.” She then exited under the back of the house and Gardner not understanding much of what
was going on got very exercised about what he thought and articulated as turning her back on
the Vice President of the United States of America where upon Johnson bellowed at him, “I told
you once, if you can’t talk nice you can’t come along.” And so it went.

We got to the border of the next province over and the province chief had erected a magnificent
arch across the highway which said in English, “Welcome to the Vice President of the United
States of America.” Johnson really liked that, so he stopped the cortege and got out and said to
the vice president of Vietnam, Tho, who was with us... by this time they had put me in the front
seat of that car, by the way, and I was supposed to translate Tho’s English into Johnson’s
English, which after a few efforts caused Tho to stop talking all together, because his English
was pretty good. Both Tho and I thought that Johnson, when he stopped there and said to his
military attache that he wanted to take this with him to show the American people, meant that
enormous arch. Tho said that it would be very difficult to get it down and get it into the airplane
and it wasn’t until Johnson, himself, and the military attache started to detach the banner that it
was clear what was wanted. They did get the banner down with Johnson helping and put it into
the car and off we went.

We finally got to what was supposed to be a military display. There were some maneuvering of

troops and Johnson was sitting on a grandstand in a big easy chair. Sitting beside him was with
what to me at least was a novelty, a portable tape recorder, property of an American reporter, a
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rather attractive young woman. She had this tape recorder under Johnson’s mouth. I don’t know
what he was saying, I couldn’t hear it, but she was asking him questions and he was responding
into the tape recorder. His hand was hanging down over the side of his armchair and he began to
pat her on the thigh and then on the rump as he talked. Well, if I could see this, I am sure some
of the Vietnamese could also see very clearly what was going on. But she is not paying any
attention at all to that. She is just busy doing her interview, by God.

That was probably more than I should have told you, but there was more.

Q: Well, let’s hear more because this is the personality of somebody. I take it Johnson was
feeling rather constrained in the Kennedy White House and would kind of like to get out and do
his thing elsewhere.

HEAVNER: He acted as though he was running for office in Vietnam, at least when I was with
him, and as if this were an American audience he was playing to. He did everything, I believe,
as he would have done it in Texas, and most of it was right over the heads of the Vietnamese.

Q: By the time you left and particularly being in Saigon, did you sense any change in the
atmosphere between 1958 when you arrived and 1961 when you left?

HEAVNER: Yes, I think it was pretty clear by 1961 that the North was making a serious effort
to infiltrate and organize a Viet Cong underground. The threat was maybe not a big cloud on the
horizon, but it was certainly there. I don’t know how clearly we saw that. It would be nice to say
that [ saw it coming, but I don’t think I did. [ knew from my own experience in Hue that some
of this was going on, but if someone had said it would turn into a major conflict and Vietnam
would become the linchpin of our whole foreign policy, I would have laughed. I couldn’t see
that coming down the pike and I don’t think anybody else did.

Q: Did you see any change in the attitude towards Diem during your time in Vietnam, both
throughout the country and within the embassy?

HEAVNER: There was a lot of increasing skepticism about Diem and in particular, his brother,
Ngo Dinh Nhu and his wife, the famous Madam Nhu. There was a very articulate, intelligent,
well educated upper class in Saigon who thoroughly disapproved of Madam Nhu and her
husband. They told us a lot of truths and probably a lot of exaggerated truths about them. How
corrupt and nasty they were. Much of that rubbed off on embassy personnel so that under the
level of the ambassador and the political counselor, I think, there was increasingly in the
political section and other parts of the embassy a lot of questions of whether we were supporting
a regime that a) could make it and b) that we wanted to be associated with. But it was our policy
to support Diem - and that is why Johnson came - to be very closely associated with and
supportive of the Diem regime. That was obviously how Johnson saw as his role and why he
made the visit.

So, there was a certain tension in the embassy, and I was part of it because I had become

increasingly skeptical about the Diem regime and I don’t think I kept that to myself. Not that we
weren’t good soldiers, but when we talked in house we said what we thought, and I didn’t think
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the Diem regime was very effective or promising for the long term. I did believe all the stories
about the corruption, some of which I was aware of firsthand from my time in Hue. It was
difficult in Can’s case to call it corruption because he did a lot of good things as well. In Nhu’s
case, if the stories were true, it was pretty out and out - there were probably Swiss bank
accounts and the whole nine yards. Anyhow, there was a lot of disenchantment about the Diem
regime in the embassy ranks. You may remember that when Durbrow left, he, himself, had
become pretty disenchanted and he was replaced by Nolting whose mandate was to repair our
relations with Diem and to reaffirm our commitment to support that regime. Fred Nolting did a
good job of that.

Q: Did you sense that there was a larger commitment toward Vietnam when the Kennedy
administration came in?

HEAVNER: Well, it was the Kennedy administration that really got us started there down that
road. They were the ones who first introduced American combat forces, although it was done
clandestinely. We had some close air support in Vietnam early on which was called Farmgate. I
don’t think you can blame Johnson entirely for our deepening involvement in South Vietnam. It
seems to me that the Kennedy administration really got it under way. I was working on Vietnam
back here until shortly before Diem was overthrown, which was authored in the Kennedy
administration too, by the way. I don’t know that you can say that Kennedy wouldn’t have
continued just as Johnson did. I think he might have done.

Q: You left there in 1961. When?

HEAVNER: It would have been the summer or early fall of 1961. I came back here and went to
work for Sterling Cottrell who was then head of what was called the Vietnam Task Force and
Ben Wood was his deputy. I had known Ben in Saigon. I was happy as a clam because I really
liked and admired both of them immensely and we were doing something which was obviously
increasingly important in our foreign policy. It had the attention of the White House. I recall
Cot, as we called him, going to the White House and riding back to the State Department with
Kennedy one day. The interagency group, which started out being called the task force and later
became the so-called Working Group, was an interagency organization chaired by State and
obviously of great interest and concern to the President himself.

Q: Why don’t we stop here. We will pick it up next time and talk about your time on the task
force which was from 1961 until when?

HEAVNER: Just two years, 1961-63.
Q: But a very important time.

Ted, we are going to be talking about the Vietnam Working Group, 1961-63. When did you
leave in 19637

HEAVNER: It would have been in the spring of 1963 because I went from there into Indonesian
language training.
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Q: Could you talk a bit about your leaders in the Vietnam Working Group and how they
operated and how this very important apparatus was put together and what it was trying to do?

HEAVNER: It was already put together when I came on board in 1961 so [ am not sure how it
was initially established. My recollection is that Sterling Cottrell was the first director and Ben
his first deputy, although I could be wrong about that too. It was an interagency organization
that was clearly led by State in a way that in retrospect seems kind of unusual. It was Cot and
Ben who did take the lead and clearly had the blessing of the White House as well as the
seventh floor. It was a very nice organization from my point of view. I thoroughly enjoyed all
the people in it. We met periodically with the other agencies. It was my relationship with Cot
and Ben that made my working life then so pleasant, however.

Q: Ben?

HEAVNER: Ben Wood. After Cot left, Ben moved up to be director and I became his deputy. I
think Hilsman was still the assistant secretary then and Averell Harriman took the job later on.
Harriman was assistant Secretary then. I thought Averell Harriman was a very remarkable man.
I remember him talking on the telephone, reading a draft, and interrogating me at the same time,
which I thought was quite a feat. I also learned very quickly if you didn’t get his attention in
about the first ten seconds, you might as well forget it. He used to take out his hearing aid which
was kind of a signal of “I’m not interested in what you are saying.” That was when Harriman
was assistant secretary. He came in with Kennedy, as you may recall, and after a very
distinguished career at much higher levels, accepted that assistant secretary job under Kennedy.
I guess this was a real vote of confidence in Kennedy as well as something interesting for him to
do.

In any event, I ran into him again in 1975 when I was on Caribbean affairs and Carter had
decided that all our ambassadors would be vetted and recommended by a panel of distinguished
diplomats and other distinguished folks, one of whom was Averell Harriman. They were talking
about each area subsequently and in due course the Caribbean came up. It was the custom that
the country director, which was me in this case, was asked to join them for their consideration
not of specific names but of the requirements of the chiefs of mission jobs there. Although I
wasn’t asked for it, [ assumed that they also wanted recommendations. Harriman was sitting
down at the end of the table and I came in and sat down for my ten minutes and began to talk
about the requirements for the job in the Bahamas. About ten seconds after I began, sure
enough, out came the hearing aid. I thought to myself that I had lost him again!

Q: When you arrived there did you find this group had a realistic, from your point of view, view
of the situation in Vietnam or did it seem to be more dominated by the Washington
establishment?

HEAVNER: I think it is fair to say in general we did not have a very good understanding of
Vietnam, so probably we would have to say it reflected Washington concerns and outlook far
more than anything else. Counterinsurgency was big in those days as you may recall. In fact, I
think there was a period not so long after that when everybody was supposed to have
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counterinsurgency training. So there was a keen interest in the problem. It was seen, I think
through insufficient historical background and even more importantly through insufficient
strategic point of view. The assumption from the beginning was that it was not going to be too
costly. We were not going to be in a situation where we really had to expend vast amounts of
treasure and blood. At no time, I think, and this extends into the Johnson years as well, did we
face up to the idea that okay you are in a war, do you mean to win the war or not. We were
never prepared to make the ultimate effort, for example, to somehow challenge Ho Chi Minh on
his home ground. On the contrary we reassured him repeatedly, at least during the Johnson era,
that we were not threatening the integrity of North Vietnam. That we weren’t going to invade
and take over that part of the country and reunite it by force. We never were willing to face up
to the possibility, in short, of another confrontation with China and so we were sort of playing
from a bad poker hand it seems to me. In retrospect it is easy to say we never should have
gotten in there in the first place, but having gotten in as deeply as we had then, it seems to me
we needed to make it clear to ourselves, primarily, but also to the enemy, that we were quite
prepared to do whatever was necessary to bring it to the conclusion we wanted. We never
reached that.

Q: At the Working Group level were you so involved in the details of working the situation that
you all were just not even talking about what might be done?

HEAVNER: Well, there were a lot of phases. Again in retrospect, I think it is fair to say that we
won the war a number of times and each time our opponent raised the ante. In 1967, for
example, things were in pretty good shape. In fact, I reupped for a second tour there because I
wanted to be there when the war ended. I don’t think that was an unrealistic expectation given
the situation then on the ground. The difficulty was that none of us foresaw the ability and the
willingness of North Vietnam to inject more and more men and materiel into the effort, and for
the Soviet and Chinese backers to continue their support at the necessary level to raise the ante.

Q: Let’s go back to the 1961-63 period. While you were sitting with this Working Group was it
a topic of discussion where we should go or something of this nature?

HEAVNER: We thought a lot of precedents like Malaysia, and in fact had an expert on
Malaysia come talk to us a number of times. The assumption was that if that strategy which was
translated into strategic hamlets in the Vietnam context worked in Malaysia, it ought to work in
Vietnam. The difficulty, of course, was that Malaysia had no common border with a communist
supporter and therefore was not able to get the continuous infusions of assistance that North
Vietnam and the VC got. The other problem was that the Malaysian communists just weren’t of
the same stripe as the Vietnamese. The Vietnamese are very tough people, very determined and
had a long history of fighting off foreign invaders. The French were not the first, the Chinese
were a continuing problem and the Vietnamese had driven them out a number of times
historically. So, they were an entirely different kind of opponent and I think that was never
understood.

Q: What were you doing in the Working Group?

HEAVNER: The idea basically was to coordinate all of our efforts. The AID effort which grew
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tremendously over those years. The military effort which also grew greatly over those years.
And the political effort which was to build or try to help Diem build support for his regime.
That perhaps fared worse than some of the other efforts. Building up military support appeared
to do rather well, although in retrospect it is fair to say that we never created a very effective
military organization in the South. Certainly the AID program generated a robust, although very
dependent economy. All of that needed coordination and direction and repeated infusions of
American assistance which grew and grew and funds for it had to be found in the U.S. budget.
Dealing with congress was part of Cottrell’s job, not the part of it that I got into. When we got
into the business of strategic hamlets, the Working Group, primarily at our instigation, although
CIA [Central Intelligence Agency] was for it, too, was to do a series of provincial surveys. We
got what we thought was an okay from the Diem regime to do that, and they sent me back to
Vietnam to organize and start the effort. The trouble was the Vietnamese kept dragging their
feet and although I was there for six weeks, we couldn’t get it off the ground. We finally gave
up trying to get a joint provincial survey effort. It wasn’t until much later, I think, under
CORDS, that we actually did provincial surveys, province by province.

Our biggest concern from my perspective was the relationship with the Diem regime and how to
strengthen it. Diem started out with some heavy obstacles. The Hoa Hao and the Cao Dai
private armies were opposed to him. He really didn’t have a lot of support even in the Catholic
community and yet in 1955 he had managed to take over and exert control. So, there was a lot
of vigor and determination there. Whether that deteriorated, got old or something, I don’t know.
But it became less and less evident that he was able to really take charge and marshal support
the way it was required. Part of the problem was again a failure on our part and perhaps on his,
to take into account the fact that Vietnamese people in general haven’t supported governments.
They have tried to keep government of whatever stripe at arm’s length. Primary loyalty was to
family and village. That was certainly true when I was in the Vietnam before the war.

One of the things that I think I mentioned in one of our earlier sessions, was the extent to which
Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh Can, had taken over essentially communist methods, mass
organizations of all kinds, compulsory study sessions on a regular basis, right down to the
family units which were responsible for one another. If you got a bad apple in your group who
defected to the Viet Cong, God help the rest of you. They had had 10 years of that before Can
came along because the communists were in charge there before. So this population was highly
organized, highly disciplined and I think very scared and resentful of government of whatever
kind. So, Diem, I think couldn’t probably have marshaled the kind of popular support that we
seemed to think he was needing and we wanted to help him build.

Later on in the Thieu Ky period, we tried to somehow graft our notion of political parties onto
the Vietnam scene. The trouble was that our notion of a political party didn’t resemble anything
in Vietnamese history. They had absolutely no experience of it. They had had secret societies,
all the communist organizational kinds of control apparatus, and religious based organizations
like the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao and the Buddhists, but nothing like a western political party.
In their experience, you didn’t get support by getting a lot of votes, you got support by having
your people in the right place to pull the levers. You had cadre in short.

Q: While you were on this Working Group could you give the perspective that the military were
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giving to the group and also the CIA in this 1961-63 period?

HEAVNER: To be truthful, my recollection of that is pretty hazy. But, I think it is fair to say we
were all pretty much of a single mind. I don’t think there were any nay-sayers in those days. We
all thought it was manageable. That with the right infusion of assistance and increasing advise
bordering increasingly on direction, it probably could be done. We could defeat the Viet Cong
and maintain at least a more democratic and more free section of the country than the North.

I don’t think it was until the end of my time, and even after that, that we began to have people
with real doubts. Paul Kattenburg succeeded Ben as the director of the working group and Paul,
subsequently became certainly very anti-Vietnam war, as you may recall. At the time he took
over I think he had doubts but they were not operative. When Lodge went out to Vietnam, and
Kattenburg was part of that operation, we all, including Paul, I think, still thought that the war
could be won and that a free independent South Vietnam could be maintained - and at an
acceptable cost, I should say.

Q: Did you while you were with the Working Group begin to sense a growing unhappiness with
Diem?

HEAVNER: Oh, yes. That was certainly a feature, and fairly early on, of our thought. I had
come out of Vietnam in 1961 with a lot of reservations about Diem’s regime viability. Those
didn’t diminish as time went on. We considered other options pretty early on. By the time I left
we were actively asking ourselves what kind of transition might take place, who might be a
better leader, and how that might come about. I consider myself fortunate that I left the Working
Group before this had degenerated into a formula which ended up in the assassination of Diem
and his brother. I feel that my hands are clean in that respect. I think we could have avoided
that. It seems to me that it was really quite unnecessary.

Q: You mentioned that one time you ended up coming from the White House with the
President...

HEAVNER: I didn’t, Cottrell did. Kennedy was coming to the State Department to address the
whole department, I believe at that time. He was keenly interested in foreign affairs from the
start of his administration. One of the things he did early on was to come over to the
Department and talk to us about how he saw things and to inspire the troops, which he did.
When he did that, for whatever reason Cottrell was in the White House and when Kennedy went
to the Department, Cottrell rode back with him and they talked about Vietnam. I was not privy
to the conversation but I was delighted, of course, to hear that it had taken place, that we were
getting that kind of high level leadership.

Q: Did you have any feel for the role of Dean Rusk while you were on the
Working Group?

HEAVNER: I never had any contact with Rusk. Both Hilsman and Harriman were less

enthusiastic than Sterling Cottrell, but Cot pretty much had his way on most issues. I think Cot
talked directly to Rusk, certainly to the seventh floor, on many occasions and had their support.
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I did have a fair amount of contact with both Hilsman and Harriman. I remember one of the
things that Harriman was very much concerned about, and rightly so as we have subsequently
learned, was the use of defoliants. He thought that was a very bad idea. That destroying food
crops was a form of warfare that would backfire on us. That it would be seen worldwide as an
inhumane kind of weapon.

Q: I worked for Roger Hilsman in INR about a year before you got involved in this. I remember
he was a great enthusiast about guerrilla warfare, etc. He had been in the OAS in Burma. [
have a feeling that he was the person who was kind of helping to sell the idea of
counterinsurgency, etc. and that this was the key to everything. Did you get any feeling about
his particular brand of activism about getting out there and putting the kibosh on the Viet
Cong?

HEAVNER: He once spent an inordinate amount of time, I thought, telling me about his
experience in Burma which was apropos of nothing we were discussing, or at least it didn’t
seem so to me. I think again though that I’'m a poor source in that regard because although I had
some contact with Hilsman, it was Cottrell and Ben Wood, subsequently, who had most contact
with him.

Q: What was your impression during the 1961-63 period of how the media dealt with Vietnam?
Were you following the media and what the American public was getting?

HEAVNER: We must have done. We were very concerned about the impact of casualties on
public opinion. I can’t say I recall following the media intensely, but I think we must have been
concerned. I am not sure the media was at all hostile then, however. It doesn’t seem to me it
was. Again though, I’m pretty unclear about that.

Q: It may not have been a matter of great focus either at that point.

HEAVNER: Well, by September, 1963, I’m just looking at an old State Department Bulletin,
there was a statement by Assistant Secretary Hilsman and a Vietnam situation speech that |
gave to the Veterans of Foreign Wars. Clearly it was pretty central by then. The other contents
are education and the USSR. Up front is Asia and Vietnam.

Q: What date is this bulletin?

HEAVNER: September, 1963.

JOSEPH A. MENDENHALL
Vietnam Desk Officer
Washington, DC (1958-1959)

Political Officer
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Saigon (1959-1962)

Deputy Director, Southeast Asia Affairs
Washington, DC (1963-1965)

Chairman, Vietnam Working Group
Washington, DC (1964)

Vietnam Affairs, East Asia Bureau
Washington, DC (1964-1965)

Vietnam Affairs, USAID
Washington, DC (1968-1970)

Ambassador Joseph A. Mendenhall was born in Missouri in 1920. He entered the
Foreign Service in 1946 and served in Turkey, Iceland, Switzerland, Vietnam,
Laos, and was ambassador to Madagascar. He was interviewed in 1991 by
Horace Torbert.

Q: Well, I think it is a systemic weakness of diplomacy very often that you are afraid to make
anybody mad.

About this time you began to get in to the Vietnam business?

MENDENHALL: Yes. After two and a half years of economic work, the Director of the Office
of Southeast Asian Affairs, decided to switch me over to the Vietnam desk. I was very interested
in this job. After all, the desk officer was then and I assume still is in the Department in many
ways the principal focus of the U.S. towards the country concerned. So I was very happy to take
on this assignment. [ might say that at that time the Vietnam desk officer ran not only political
matters, but all the economic matters with respect to his country. That was true of all the
Indochina countries, it wasn't true of the other countries in Southeast Asia. I had handled Thai
and Burmese economic matters but not political matters when I was in the economic unit of the
office. But that economic unit did not handle economic matters, for some anomalous reason,
with respect to the Indochina countries, the desk officers did. So I had responsibility for all
aspects of U.S. policy and operations vis-a-vis Vietnam. At that time we had only one officer on
the desk. I don't know what it is today, but I know before I retired, the Department had
mushroomed and you had two or three desk officers dealing with countries.

There is one particular case I would like to raise in connection with my Vietnam Desk
experience here in Washington. I think it is worth noting for posterity.

One of the principal things that arose during my tenure of about a year and a quarter on the desk,
was approving the armaments and training of the civil guard in South Vietnam. The civil guard
was a paramilitary organization similar to the Gendarmerie in France, which I thing probably
was its predecessor, since the French had control in Indochina, or the Carabinieri in Italy. We in
the United States don't have anything exactly like it. We have either military organizations or
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police organizations. We don't have something that stands sort of half way in between.

Well, the Vietnamese wanted because of the increasing insecurity in the country -- the
communists had already launched terrorists activities and assassinations in 1957-58 -- to improve
the arms of the civil guard. Unfortunately, President of South Vietnam Diem's proposal was to
give the civil guard tanks and artillery, which was ridiculous as they would then be no different
from the regular military. But there was an intermediate way of stepping up the quality of their
arms and finally we got the Vietnamese government to agree to request the right kind of arms.
The request came back to Washington through ICA, the predecessor of AID, which had a very
strong police program.

It got here and the head of ICA said that this was not a regular police police. Which I think was
quite right. He said, "This is not something which I think ICA should get involved." The
Department of Defense was not about to take it on either because the civil guard was not
included in the approved military personnel ceilings for military aid which had been approved by
the Joint Chiefs of Staff for military aid programs in South Vietnam. So here we were falling in
between the two stools. I kept pushing ICA on this and finally the head of the organization said
he would do it if he got a direct order from John Foster Dulles, the Secretary of State. So I
drafted a direct order and Dulles signed it. ICA then agreed to undertake this program. As it
turned out, the head of ICA was fundamentally right. ICA could not do a proper job of training
and arming the civil guard. It was too big an organization. It was far bigger than any police
program they had ever taken on. The civil guard consisted of about 50,000 people. This problem
was never really resolved until about three years later after John Kennedy became President and
had authorized a big increase in our military personnel and funds in Vietnam and finally induced
the Department of Defense to take over the program. That was the really efficient way that it
could be handled.

Q: Was there any question of it possibly be handled by CIA at that time?
MENDENHALL: No, because I think it was also too big to be handled by CIA.

One other thing that I did during that period was to handle Cambodia as an additional duty for a
few weeks during the summer of 1958 while we were between Cambodia desk officers. |
remember the office director said to me, "I am rather reluctant to intrust Cambodia to you
because Vietnam and Cambodia are traditionally and historically at loggerheads. You are the
Vietnam desk officer and are apt to be rather prejudice in favor of Vietnam. But I don't have any
alternative so you will have to take it on."

Well I handled it for a few weeks and was very pleased when my temporary service came to an
end and he said to me, "You have treated this with very fair objectivity."

During that period Prince Sihanouk, who even then was the head of the Cambodian government,
paid his first visit to Washington. It was not an official visit in the strict sense of that term where
he is invited by the President and therefore President Eisenhower would have nothing to do with
Sihanouk while he was here. He would not work him into his busy schedule. I understand the
President has a busy schedule, but when people like Sihanouk, leaders of small countries, could
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go to Peking, or to Russia and get all the honors and attention from the heads of those
governments, when they came here and didn't get the same thing, on a number of occasions, I
think, it worked very substantially against our interests. We could not get President Eisenhower
to agree to see Sihanouk, the best we could do was to get him received by the Secretary of State,
John Foster Dulles. Sihanouk had shortly before diplomatically recognized Communist China.
That was at the time that the U.S. was holding a line very strongly against further diplomatic
recognitions of that country. Sihanouk did it because there had been one of the periodic flaps in
Vietnamese-Cambodian relations over a little border marker in the wilderness, which had been
blown up to such proportions that he decided to resort for diplomatic support to Peking and
recognize them diplomatically.

He arrived here with this very recently on his record. I accompanied him on his call on Walter
Robertson, Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs, whose meeting was almost completely a
lecture to Sihanouk on the evils of communism -- predictably the way Walter Robertson would
handle it. Then I accompanied Sihanouk to his meeting with John Foster Dulles. Dulles had this
reputation of being an anti-communist fire eater. This was the only time in my career that I was
ever in Dulles' office and I have never forgotten the way he handled Sihanouk. He didn't take the
Robertson approach at all. He took a very philosophical approach in talking with him. He
explained to him that we felt that the containment policy vis-a-vis the communist countries --
both China and Russia at that time -- was the one to follow because if we held that line over time
those communist regimes might begin to change, to modify themselves. To be sure that is what
eventually happened in both China and the Soviet Union. It is not the kind of attitude normally
associated with Dulles, but he expressed that point of view and I think in view of what
subsequently happened in 35 to 40 years of history it proved rather prescient. I think that is
something that some of these anti-Dulles academics and writers might take into consideration
some time. Of course, [ don't know if this is even in the public record. It should be.

Q: I am not sure about this particular incident, but the idea has been discussed in the last few
years by scholars, partly stimulated by Eleanor Dulles, perhaps.

MENDENHALL: I witnessed this and I can testify to it. I am sure I have a memorandum of this
conversation between Sihanouk and Dulles in the official files.

Q: That is an extremely interesting point of view. Was there anybody else that you worked with
in the Far Eastern Bureau besides Robertson that was particular impressive at the time, or that
you remember as an influence.

MENDENHALL: Yes, I have already mentioned Howard Jones with whom I have worked
considerably when he was economic deputy assistant secretary. Graham Parsons came in as the
political deputy assistant secretary in the summer of 1958. Interestingly enough, Graham Parsons
has probably told this himself in his oral history, but this is another incident of my diplomatic
career which I have always remembered.

Walter Robertson, as you know was the key man in holding the line against Communist China in

the 1950s. When Sihanouk recognized Communist China Robertson happened to be away and
Graham Parsons was holding the fort there. Our ambassador in Cambodia, Carl Strom, had done
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everything possible, knowing the policy of the U.S. government, to try to prevent Sihanouk from
proceeding with diplomatic recognition. His cables sounded increasingly desperate as they came
in. Then a copy of an outgoing cable came across my desk which Graham Parsons as the Acting
Assistant Secretary had sent to Carl Strom in Phnom Penh. It was a cable which was very
understanding of the anguish that an ambassador in a remote country knowing that U.S. policy
vis-a-vis his country was in a sense going down the drain was going through. I happened to be in
Parsons' office right after that. He turned to me and said, "I went through a similar kind of
experience as ambassador to Laos. I knew how lonely and distant from Washington he feels
under circumstances like that. He needs something that bolsters him in the way he is handling
himself." Again a human approach based on previous experience in the Foreign Service.

Q: I think that is as good a justification for a career Foreign Service as you could make. You
went from there to Saigon.

MENDENHALL: Yes, I had been told when I became the desk officer that, if I handled that job
properly and the ambassador in Vietnam, it was Elbridge Durbrow, agreed, that in the summer of
1959 when the assignment of the then political counselor in Saigon expired, I could succeed him.
And that was the way it turned out.

I arrived with my family in Saigon in August of 1959 and served there for three years in what
proved to be one of the two most challenging and interesting assignments of my career.

Q: What was the other?

MENDENHALL: Director of the AID Mission in Laos. Not as Ambassador to Madagascar
which was less interesting.

In Vietnam I arrived when the security situation was already deteriorating in the countryside. In a
few months, by January, 1960, the war, as I define it, actually started. In January, 1960 there was
an attack on a regimental post of the South Vietnamese army by the Vietnamese communists and
at the same time a reign of terror in an entire province south of Saigon. This was a quantum leap
in terms of the kind of violence that the communist had been engaged in, so I have always stated
that the beginning of the war was January, 1960.

At the same time internal non-communist dissent with the way in which President Diem and his
brother Ngo Dinh Nhu, his right-hand man, handled the government was increasing in Vietnam.
These were our two great problems at that time and to remain so for a number of years. In
September 1960, the Embassy, partly as a result of my pushing as political counselor, decided to
try to put pressure on President Diem to appease his non-communist opponents by bringing some
other men into the government and making some other changes and principally by getting rid of
his brother Nhu, who was the focal point of disagreement. Nhu and his wife, Madame Nhu, were
the two principal foci of the growing non-communist opposition in the country.

On Labor Day weekend, 1960, we drafted a message to Washington and got approval of a

demarche to Diem on this point. The demarche was actually made when Graham Parsons, who
was then the Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs, was visiting in Saigon. He and
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Ambassador Durbrow called on President Diem and the demarche was made. Our principal
recommendation was that Diem get rid of Nhu, perhaps by sending him abroad as an ambassador
-- one of the classic devices for getting rid of a man who is unpopular. The whole demarche fell
completely flat. Diem did nothing of what we recommended to him at that stage. Within two or
three weeks, the first military coup attempt to overthrow him took place. This is what we were
concerned about because we knew there was increasing disillusionment and dissent within the
armed forces. The Vietnamese military were increasingly feeling that with the way in which
Diem and Nhu ran the government war could not be won against the communists. These were
non-communists, not communists at all.

I had been very much a pro-Diem man, even when we drafted these proposals to make a
demarche to him. I wanted to see him get rid of Nhu, but was in favor of keeping Diem. But after
that first coup attempt when Diem showed that he had learned nothing -- had made no changes
whatsoever as a result of this first coup which had come within an ace of succeeding -- it became
increasingly obvious to me that Diem, himself, would have to go if we had any hope of winning
the war.

Now that, of course, was the beginning of the time of great disagreement within the U.S. Mission
about the U.S. policy towards Diem. Disagreement which came to a head two years later, which I
shall reach in a moment. The mission was split right down the middle as was the U.S.
government here in Washington over the policy towards Diem. My own judgment was that the
conflict could not be won because of the utter disorganization of the way Diem and Nhu ran the
government.

At the same time that this was going on the communist war in the field was expanding and it was
decided within our mission that we ought to draw up a unified counter-insurgency plan and
propose it to the South Vietnamese government. A country team subcommittee was created with
membership from the Embassy; MAAG, which was a large military assistance mission; AID
organization; CIA and USIA -- five agencies represented on it. I, as political counselor, was
chosen as the head of the team to draft the counter-insurgency plan. Much of the work on it was
done by my military colleagues on the committee, with whom I had close and good personal
working relations. After a couple of months we had the plan completed and submitted it to
Washington for approval. The first, as far as [ am aware, official act which John Kennedy as the
new president in January 1961, took was to approve this plan personally, because we got a brief
telegram from Washington -- "Plan approved at highest level." That term was reserved for the
President.

Then came the job of selling it to the South Vietnamese government. The ambassador turned to
me and said, "I want you to conduct a briefing and negotiations with the number three man in the
Vietnamese government." The number one being Diem and the number two being his brother
Nhu, the number three being a man by the name of Thuan, who had two hats -- he was the Chief
of Staff of the Presidency and also the Secretary of Defense. So I spent a week doing that. I had
sessions every day with Thuan, accompanied by some of my military and other colleagues.

Thuan was one of the ablest Vietnamese I ever encountered. A man whose subsequent history
was in a sense tragic. In 1963, he, like so many officials, finally broke with Diem and Nhu,
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himself. I believe he had to flee across the Cambodian border for his life. He escaped to Paris
and never became involved again in affairs in Vietnam. I thought he was a great loss to that
country because he had one of the best minds of anybody... And could organize and knew how to
operate. I had very high regard for him.

After we concluded these sessions with Thuan, he had to present it to Diem. By that stage
relations between Diem and our ambassador Durbrow were at a low level because Durbrow had
on Washington's instructions, been pushing Diem on so many things. Diem was not about to
concede anything to Durbrow. It was also known that Durbrow would soon be leaving on
transfer and be replaced with another ambassador. Diem held out until Durbrow actually left.

Our DCM was on home leave and 1, as political counselor, was Chargé for about five days. I
think within 24 hours after Durbrow's departure, Thuan telephone me and said -- by that time we
had reduced the plan to two essential demands: 1) unity of command in the armed forces (which
seems to me absolutely essential in conducting a war) and 2) a unified central intelligence
organization. The Vietnam government under Diem had neither. There was no central focus of
command in the military and there were all kinds of intelligence organizations. Thuan said that
President Diem had agreed to those two points. Well, I cabled it off to Washington, but the sad
upshot was that this proved, not to my surprise, to be an agreement only on paper. Diem never
did implement these recommendations. He was so afraid of a military coup against him that he
wanted to keep his own military and intelligence divided. My answer to that was that by doing
that and thus failing to conduct the war against the communists effectively, you increase rather
than decrease the chances for a coup. But Diem didn't see it that way.

At the same time, I had been Chargé about 24 hours, I received a NIACT or FLASH from
Washington -- "Lyndon Johnson, then Vice President, will be arriving within a few days on an
official visit. Please get the concurrence of the Vietnamese government." The message was
brought to me while I was at the main hotel in Saigon at a dinner the Vietnamese were giving for
Senator Dodd from Connecticut. He had arrived that day and they were giving him a dinner. I
got the message, I remember going out to the reception desk, and immediately telephoning
Thuan. He said, "I will ask President Diem in the morning." I said, "Can you ask him tonight?"
"No," he said, "I can't ask him tonight." Knowing how Washington, and particularly people like
LBJ, could be impatient for immediate responses, and if you don't get them the guy who is in
charge on the American side suffers. I had a rather sleepless night, but Thuan came through in
the morning. I cabled it off to Washington. Then there was much back and forth. Johnson wanted
to stay in a hotel and Diem wanted him to stay in the President Guest House. Diem finally won
on that one -- Johnson did concede.

Our new ambassador arrived about 24 hours prior to Johnson -- Frederick "Fritz" Nolting.
Nolting having had no experience in Southeast Asia before, let alone Vietnam, obviously knew
nothing about the situation, so he let me handle the visit of the Vice President. I worked out all
the scheduling with the Vietnamese government, all the activities. I remember being in the
Vietnamese Guest House....this is something that I have always found remarkable, Tully. The
first night that Johnson was there -- he was on a six nation tour, Vietnam was the second stop.
This was a man who six years earlier had had a severe heart attack when majority leader in the
Senate. He slept one hour of that first night. I was in his room with Lady Bird Johnson sleeping
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in bed, Johnson on the telephone to Washington at 2 and 3 am in the morning. He slept one hour
and had four more countries to go. Where that man got his energy I do not know.

Q: No politician could survive without it.

MENDENHALL: I have always prided myself on having a considerable energy, but at the end of
that Vice Presidential visit I was more tired than I have ever been in my life and I didn't have
four more countries to go. I may add one more thing in respect to that visit. Johnson was there
two nights and one full day and I remember on the afternoon of the full day the Vietnamese
general who was in charge of Johnson's security turned to me and said, "Your Vice President has
changed the itinerary so often during his time here that I can't possibly keep up with him. I
haven't the slightest idea where he is going to be or what to do to protect him. I can only hope the
communists are just as confused as I am with all these changes he has made. That is his only
hope under the circumstances."

Q: I never traveled with Johnson, but I did once travel with Nixon. Different personalities but...

MENDENHALL: Johnson was not the easiest man. Lady Bird is a real lady. Johnson was not an
easy man at all.

Q: I saw a good deal of him during the days I was on the Hill.

MENDENHALL: As I indicated, our new ambassador, Fritz Nolting, arrived just before the
Johnson visit. He came with instructions from President Kennedy to get along with President
Diem. Nolting very quickly became convinced 1000 percent of the rightness of these instructions
and was a total pro-Diem man. By that time I had reached the stage in my mind that Diem could
not win the war against the communists and therefore it no longer served our interests for him to
be in power. So there was this big disagreement between the ambassador and me, as political
counselor, and it was well known.

Q: Who was the DCM at this time?
MENDENHALL: Francis Cunningham who was later succeeded by Bill Trueheart.

As a result of this disagreement, my influence and range of activities considerably declined. I
indicated that I had been very close to the number three in the Vietnamese government, Mr.
Thuan. He noticeably had cooled on me because he knew I no longer had the influence with
Nolting as ambassador as I had when Durbrow was ambassador. A very interesting example of
how power can wax and wane. So during my last year in Saigon I was considerably less
involved, less prominent than I had been during the first two years.

I think for the sake of new Foreign Service officers, or even present Foreign Service officers in
training, it is also interesting to recall some of my experiences under Nolting. We as political
officers had very little contact with Vietnamese military officers even though we regarded them
quite important in a political sense, because we felt that it might well endanger them personally
if they were seen in contact with political officers. One night at a dinner party given by the
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director of the AID mission at which General Big Minh, who was prominent in Vietnamese
history for 15 or 20 years, was present. I managed to get myself seated at a table for four with
him and talked to him in the indirect fashion in which one always talked with Vietnamese about
possible dissent with the government. There was never a direct conversation. One had to conduct
it very carefully in terms of circumlocution, but if one had experience in dealing with the
Vietnamese one knew exactly what they were saying. Well, I had this talk with Minh and it
became clear as we had heard that Minh was becoming increasingly disillusioned as far as the
government was concerned.

I went back to the Embassy the next morning and prepared a message on this. The ambassador
saw it, but he, like his predecessor, had always insisted that everything going out be cleared by
all agencies. He sent it over to the chief of MAAG, a Lt. General, for clearance. The latter came
back and said, "Minh had never said anything to me like this, I don't believe it." Well obviously
he wasn't going to say this to the chief of MAAG because he knew the chief of MAAG was pro-
Diem and any Vietnamese who valued his hide wouldn't talk like that to anyone pro-Diem.
Everyone's views at the American mission were known by the Vietnamese -- they knew whom to
talk with and whom not to talk to. Subsequently the chief of MAAG became as anti-Diem as |
did, but at this time he was still very much pro-Diem. As a result the ambassador canned my
message. This was not the time when dissent messages could get out.

I also around the same time drafted an assessment on the so-called strategic hamlet program.
This was a program that was pushed by the British general who had been prominent in the
successful British anti-communist guerrilla campaign in Malaya and who by then was in
Vietnam advising the Vietnamese. It was basically a good idea that was picked up by Ngo Dinh
Nhu, the president's brother, who ran with it and executed it in utterly the wrong way so that it
was not being effective. It was complete chaos. I drafted a frank assessment of how this program
was going based on the views I was getting from my Vietnamese contacts. Since this disagreed
with the assessment of the ambassador and the chief of MAAG, that message got canned too. It
didn't get out either.

The other message of some significance which I did draft during that last year was, I think
probably the first one that dealt with bombing North Vietnam. I was in favor of initiation of
bombing for retaliatory reasons. I never see why your enemy should get away with raining
destruction on you unless you rain some on him. I was not of the view that it would be decisive
in any way, but I suggested targets and so on. I think this was the first time, as least as far as the
U.S. Embassy was concerned, that any such message had gone out. Both the military and the
ambassador approved of it and it did get out.

So after about a year of this my three year tour in Vietnam came to a close. In the summer of
1962 I came back to Washington. I had a three year assignment here. The first year [ was a
student at the National War College, which was just what I wanted at this stage of my career. |
enjoyed it very much, learned a certain amount while I was there and always look back on that
year with considerable pleasure. I regard it as having been useful. My military colleagues, who
of course were getting increasingly interested in Vietnam, were all fascinated with my
experience there so I developed a very good rapport with them at that stage and found it a very
satisfying experience. The Department deputy commandant at that point was Ambassador
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Winthrop Brown who had been our ambassador in Laos and I had a good relationship with him
as well.

I looked around, as one does at the War College, before the year was up for assignments. I
thought the next step in my career might be a small post DCM position, but I did not find open
any which I thought were sufficiently of interest careerwise to make me want to pursue the
possibility. I did get a request to come over to the Bureau of International Organizations for an
interview as deputy director of the office of economic and social affairs -- the office in which I
had rejected at a lower level job earlier. I went through the interview and declined that job as it
was not one that would interest me either professionally or careerwise.

Meanwhile, Roger Hilsman, who was then the Assistant Secretary for East Asian Affairs,
indicated that he wanted me to come back into that Bureau. First as the so-called United Nations
Advisor, which was a senior advisory slot, FSO-2 level, which had been held for many years by
a lady by the name of Ruth Baker who executed Walter Robertson's anti-Communist China
policy vis-a-vis the Bureau of International Organizations. He said that this would be an interim
assignment because what the Department was planning to set up in many of the geographic
bureaus was an office of regional affairs which would absorb several adviser posts that each
bureau had maintained previously. He wanted me to be deputy director of that office.

So, I agreed to this assignment. I immediately found that virtually all I was doing, though it was
regional, was Vietnam affairs, as Hilsman, himself, was at that stage. It was at that point that the
only real footnote in history which I will ever have occurred. President Kennedy fairly often sent
out special missions to Vietnam to assess the situation and report back to him. The Secretary of
Defense, Mr. McNamara, had gone out fairly often as well as other members of the government.
In early September, this was at the height of the Buddhist crisis in Vietnam in September 1963,
Kennedy had a meeting of the National Security Council, or whatever he called the equivalent of
it, dealing with the crisis in Vietnam and decided that he would send General Krulak, a two star
Marine Corps general and known as the Brute because he was so small...

Q: I knew him.

MENDENHALL.: ...out on a special assessment mission. Krulak was known to be a 100 percent
pro-Diem and was very close to McNamara, Secretary of Defense; and General Taylor, the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. At this NSC meeting Dean Rusk, Secretary of State,
probably at the prodding of Roger Hilsman, suggested to President Kennedy that the State
Department should also send a representative. Hilsman, himself, was anti-Diem so he would
have liked to get somebody in to balance Krulak's view. After he got back he asked me if I
would be willing to go. I said, "Sure." He called Dean Rusk who said, "Mendenhall's anti-Diem
views are so well known maybe we should try to get somebody else." Hilsman said, "I don't have
anybody else. I still think we should send him." And Dean Rusk agreed. This was about 11
o'clock in the morning. Hilsman said to me, "The helicopter is leaving the Pentagon for Andrews
Field at 1 o'clock." I said, "Well, I need both money and to pack some clothes." He said, "Well, |
will call your wife and tell her to go cash a check and get some money while you go home to get
some clothes." This was probably the only time in history that an Assistant Secretary called and
told a wife of a Foreign Service officer to go cash a check.
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I managed to reach the helipad at the Pentagon in time to get on the helicopter with Brute
Krulak. We went to Andrews Field, got in a plane and took off for Okinawa. We arrived
Saturday evening in Okinawa to be informed that there was a curfew at the airport in Saigon.
That we couldn't get in before 6 am. So we had a few hours to kill in Okinawa. We went to the
Saturday night dance at the Officers Club and I tried to get a little sleep before we got on the
airplane again. We arrived in Saigon about 6 am.

The first thing I did in Saigon was to get together with Henry Cabot Lodge, who was the
ambassador, who also knew my views -- his and mine were pretty similar. Krulak and I separated
completely. Krulak, I knew, would have everything laid on by all the resources of the military.
He could get around the country anywhere he wanted. The only thing the poor Embassy had was
the Air Attaché's aircraft which was a slow moving propeller job. So Lodge arranged for me to
have that aircraft, which took four hours to fly up to Hue and Da Nang. I knew that Krulak
would come back here and say "Well, I have been in x many number of provinces. I know the
situation on the ground and the war is going excellently." So I knew I had to get out into the
countryside in order to counter balance his view and I got up to Hue and Da Nang. I stayed
overnight and talked to people up there. Came back to Saigon where I saw a few old Vietnamese
friends whose judgment I knew I could trust. At that time there was a virtual reign of terror in
Saigon. Bill Trueheart, the DCM, invited my old friend, the number two in the Foreign Office,
for lunch and told me it was even dangerous for him to come to a lunch at an American Embassy
official's house. The fact he is coming and is an old friend and knows you indicates that he is
willing to brave the situation even though it is personally dangerous to him. The situation had
deteriorated to that extent in Saigon. Americans, including Trueheart, himself, were on an
assassination list -- not of the communists, but of the Vietnamese government because of the
pressure we were putting on Diem and Nhu.

I saw what the situation was both out in the field and in Saigon. Thirty-six hours after we landed,
Krulak and I were back on the airplane headed back to Washington. We left Washington, Friday
afternoon and were back here by Tuesday morning at 6 am and by 10 am we were both in the
Cabinet room at the White House reporting to the President and the National Security Council.
We gave very diametrically opposite views on the situation in Vietnam politically and as far as
the war was going. When we finished, President Kennedy turned to each of us and made that
remark which has been so often reported, "You were both in the same country weren't you?"
This is what got into so many books -- my small footnote to history.

Fortunately on the airplane we had brought back with us two officials from the U.S. mission
whose tours were up. One was the director of USIS, John Mecklin, and the other was an AID
official by the name of Rufus Phillips, who had been running the AID program in the provinces.
Both of them supported my point of view at the meeting with the President. Phillips, in
particular, lent considerable credibility to my point of view because of the kind of assignment he
was on -- he knew the area and the situation in the countryside very well. I might say that at that
meeting with Kennedy and his NSC, Fritz Nolting, who had just been replaced as ambassador by
Henry Cabot Lodge, was present. He immediately tried to impugn my credibility before the
President. The man who sprang to my defense was no less than McGeorge Bundy, the National
Security Advisor.
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Q: But you stood up under all this...

MENDENHALL: At that meeting, though, I learned subsequently, that I totally alienated the
Secretary of Defense and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the point that the next time
I went to the White House for an NSC meeting on Vietnam, [ went with Alex Johnson, who said,
"Don't open your mouth at this meeting." Alex was then responsible for liaison with the
Department of Defense. I now know he was getting this kind of line from McNamara and
Maxwell Taylor.

As a matter of fact this had repercussions on me and my assignment and career later which I will
get into in just a few minutes. One doesn't alienate some of the great powers in Washington
without consequences as you well know.

Q: You have to wait quite a while for a change in personnel. By this time were you Chairman of
the Vietnam Working Group?

MENDENHALL: No, not yet. I was still Deputy Director of Regional Affairs for the Far East.
The next event of significance in my job and career came at the end of October, 1963. It was
known in Washington on the basis of cable reporting that there could be a military coup in
Saigon. At that stage we were mounting a 24-hour watch in the Operations Center. I happened to
be on all night duty the night the coup took place. I saw the first messages that came in to the
Operations Center. As soon as [ saw them I got on the telephone. I awakened the Secretary of
State, Mr. Rusk, the Secretary of Defense, Mr. McNamara, and the National Security Advisor,
McGeorge Bundy. I asked if he wanted me to call the President. He said, "I will take care of
that." They got their first word through me of the fact that the coup was then in progress.

Everybody, I think, knows the outcome of that coup. It was successful, but within about 24 hours
after the coup had ended, Diem and his brother Nhu were slain, assassinated, by military officers.
It was General Big Minh who took over the government with two of his colleagues. Whether
these assassinations were done with his knowledge I really don't know. I for a long time thought
it probably was done by some military officer on the spur of the moment. But I have seen books
and articles which indicate that Minh was responsible for it. I just don't know.

That, of course, was a traumatic experience for the Administration because they had no
anticipation that Diem and Nhu would be assassinated. It was thought that they would be exiled.
If one wants to look at this in a real politik manner, it probably from that standpoint was better in
the end that they were eliminated. This wouldn't be a very popular point of view to express in the
United States at all, but Diem and Nhu would have constantly plotted their return and added
enormous complications to the situation.

Well, what happened in Vietnam after that unfortunately was a series of coups. We had two
years of political chaos which did nothing for Mendenhall's political reputation because I had
been in favor of replacement of Diem. But eventually General Thieu took over the government in
1965. 1 believe, although one can make a very good case that the coup against Diem was a
disaster because of the subsequent chaos, over the longer run it was the wiser thing because I
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think Thieu governed Vietnam more effectively and with better organization than Diem and Nhu
did and certainly permitted closer collaboration with us Americans than Diem and Nhu would
have. It was through that kind of close, integrated, cooperative Vietnamese-American effort that
we finally succeeded in the counter-insurgency pacification program. As I said I was responsible
for the first counter-insurgency plan which I know fell far short of the kind of effort which after
many years of experimentation we finally devised in Vietnam by 1967, which succeeded in
eventually winning the guerilla war in that country.

Now this is something I would like to stress. Many Americans, even many who were for the war,
do not understand what actually happened in Vietnam. We were losing the guerilla war for a
long time, but from 1967 on we and the South Vietnamese organized ourselves properly to win
that war which was won by 1970 or 71. South Vietnam was eventually defeated not in the
guerilla war but in a straight conventional conflict after we had withdrawn our forces and the
Congress had cut back very greatly on the amount of aid going to Vietnam. As the general who
led the Vietnamese communist forces in the final great push which took central Vietnam and
eventually succeeded in taking Saigon said, "The South Vietnamese wound up fighting a poor
man's war. We were better equipped than they were." -- because the Congress had cut back so
much on military assistance to Vietnam. For the sake of the United States in the future, we
should understand that we did win the guerilla conflict but we and the South Vietnamese lost the
one where we should have won, the conventional war.

Q: I think a good deal of that is now coming out from others too, as well as yourself. It will be a
long time before we have this history totally organized.

MENDENHALL: Tully, I might go in to one other thing with respect to Vietnam before I leave
that subject -- you can see it is one that interests me very greatly. That is the upheaval within the
Department over responsibility for Vietnam. I think this is something that would interest Foreign
Service officers.

I have indicated that Roger Hilsman who was the Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs was
also a man who thought that in the early stages of the war the Department of Defense was not
conducting our part of the war properly. That we should be putting much more emphasis on anti-
guerilla activities rather than the conventional war at that stage. Hilsman was influenced by the
fact that during World War II he had worked in anti-guerilla units in Burma so his personal
experience had influenced him greatly. Hilsman made no bones either within the government or
talking with the press about how he thought the war should be conducted. He and McNamara
were totally at loggerheads. McNamara, of course, being the more senior official, met along with
the Secretary of State and the National Security Advisor every Tuesday with the President at
lunch to talk about Vietnam. McNamara's attitude towards Hilsman was such that the Secretary
of State had to agree in February, 1964 to remove the responsibility from Vietnam from Hilsman
as Assistant Secretary, put it in a special unit attached directly to the Secretary's office. I was not
chosen to head that even thought I was director of the Vietnam Working Group because it was
also known that my relations with McNamara were not good.

Bill Sullivan, who was then special assistant to Averell Harriman, the Under Secretary, was
chosen to head the unit. I was moved in under my good friend Bill, and a lot of other officers
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from various Departments were added until we had an integrated government-wide working
group under Bill dealing with Vietnam. It worked all right but there wasn't really enough for both
Bill and me to do so I decided that after a few months I ought to be looking for some other
assignments.

Meanwhile Hilsman had resigned because in addition to the blow of responsibility for Vietnam
being removed from him, there was a decision to send a special emissary to Cambodia to deal
with Sihanouk over the situation in Cambodia and instead of Hilsman being chosen somebody
else was and it was the last blow as far as Hilsman was concerned. I don't think you find this in
Hilsman's book as the reason for his resignation, but these two things together I think are what
led to Hilsman's resignation.

Hilsman was replaced by Bill Bundy, who had been the Assistant Secretary for International
Security Affairs in the Department of Defense. He was very close to McNamara and obviously a
man who could get along with McNamara when he came to the State Department.

Q: It was, however, Mac Bundy who had defended you before.
MENDENHALL: Right, they were brothers.

Bill Bundy asked me whether I would come back into the Bureau of East Asian Affairs to be the
director of regional affairs. I had been deputy director. I agreed to do it and served about a year
in that capacity. I can't say that year was one in which I did anything of very great significance.
One thing I do remember doing there was to send a memorandum to Bill Bundy in the summer
of '64, July, I think, when we got the first intelligence that North Vietnamese military individuals
and subsequently units were being infiltrated from North Vietnam into South Vietnam. Prior to
that time the North had always infiltrated southerners who had been taken to the North in 1954 at
the time of the division of the country into the two zones -- North and South. They had exhausted
that supply and were beginning to infiltrate northerners. That to me represented a change in the
nature of the war. The North Vietnamese had always tried to portray that this was a civil war
within South Vietnam of the southerners against their government and they had had some
success up to that point because they had been using southern communists including those who
had been taken north in '54 and retrained and armed up there. Having exhausted that supply they
began to send in first individuals from the North Vietnamese armed forces and then units. It is
pretty easy for a Vietnamese to determine who is from the south and who is from the north by
accent. They know immediately where a Vietnamese comes from. So on the basis of that I sent
Bundy a memorandum recommending that what we should do to win the conflict in my
judgment was to send American military forces to Vietnam. At that point Johnson had not made
the decision to send military units. We had a lot of American advisors, but no military units as
such. I suggested just off the top of my head about three divisions to establish a barrier along the
demilitarized zone between North and South Vietnam and all the way across Laos to
Savannakhét on the Mekong River to cut off to the maximum extent possible the infiltration of
men and supplies from North Vietnam to South Vietnam -- the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Preventing
the North from sending down northerners I thought was increasingly important. I have remained
of that judgment ever since: that is, in terms of strategy we, the US, followed the wrong one in
trying to apply the attrition strategy which had been successful in World War II in the Vietnam
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situation. What we were dealing with in the case of Vietnam was what was in effect a sanctuary
in North Vietnam. Certainly we bombed them, but we had no intentions of sending ground forces
in because of our experience in Korea. So in effect the North Vietnamese had a sanctuary in
North Vietnam and in Laos. We bombed the Ho Chi Minh Trail a lot, but you cannot interdict by
bombing alone. This may be relevant to Iraq today, I do not know. You have to do it on the
ground.

So my strategy was to try to reduce to the maximum extent possible the constant flow of
replacements. With an attrition strategy you cannot hope to win it if what you attrite is always
being replaced by new men and new equipment and that was what the North Vietnamese did
since they were operating from what in effect was essentially a sanctuary.

So as early as '64 I recommended this as the strategy to be followed in the war. Obviously we
know that that strategy was never adopted by the United States. There are books published since
the war, including one by a four-star general, Bruce Palmer, which indicates that he thinks this
kind of strategy should have been followed as well. We also have another Foreign Service officer
who recently published a book to this effect -- Norman Hannah. His book is A Key To Failure, I
think. The South Vietnamese Chief of Staff, General Cao Van Vien, also recommended this
approach. But I don't think it was ever very seriously considered within the United States
government. It certainly was never adopted. Maybe I should not say never taken seriously. I
think at one point the Joint Chiefs of Staff even suggested this, but it was never adopted by
McNamara or President Johnson -- the two men who in my mind are primarily responsible for
the outcome of the war in Vietnam for failing to adopt the proper strategy.

Q. However, general American psychology in the long run is what cost us the war.

MENDENHALL: Yes, but if we had adopted this strategy, Tully, we wouldn't have lost
American public opinion. As General Palmer said, we would not have had to put in nearly so
many in the way of forces and our casualties would have been substantially less. These were the
two things that turned around the views of the American public.

Right at the moment we see this factor operating in the case of the war against Iraq. The
Administration is following the path of the air war as long as possible because it keeps the
casualties down and therefore they don't risk a reversal of public opinion.

Q: Well, does this get you pretty much through...?

MENDENHALL: Let me just say a couple of things. One of the interesting experiences I had
during that period was to attend a meeting at the Foreign Minister level of the SEATO Council --
the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization, which never began to amount to the same thing that
NATO did in Europe and was eventually dissolved. But at that time there were annual meetings
at the Foreign Minister level and I attended one at which Mr. Bhutto, then the Foreign Minister
of Pakistan, subsequently the Prime Minister and President, was present. Bhutto, though Pakistan
was a member of SEATO, was as anti-American in the views that he expressed at that council
meeting as anybody I have ever seen. My view of him was formed very much on the basis of
how he conducted himself at that meeting. Pakistan's foreign policy, of course, has always been
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guided in large measure by its view towards India. In more recent years, Afghanistan has played
a very important role in determining Pakistan's foreign policy. But then at that time Pakistan was
being very cosy with Communist China and therefore Bhutto was very anti-American.
Subsequently, when he became Prime Minister some years later, I think he modified those views
and moved to a considerable degree towards a pro-American position. I think his daughter now is
quite pro-American I understand.

The other thing of some interest which I did as director of regional affairs was related to an Afro-
Asian conference. We don't have these any longer today, but in the 60s following the first Afro-
Asian conference in Bandung, Indonesia, I think in 1955, there was considerable interest in this.
The second Afro-Asian meeting was to be held in Algiers in April or May, 1965. Of course the
U.S. would not be attending such a meeting in any official capacity, but [ was going as a lobbyist
to try to prevent whatever damage I could with respect to our cause in Vietnam.

I had made a swing through the Far East prior to that time talking to friendly governments,
officials at foreign offices, about the meeting and urging attendance and doing what we could to
hold our position. We knew we would be outvoted as there would be more radicals at that
meeting than there would be friendly countries. We were trying to follow a policy of damage
limitation as well as we could. I was on my way to the meeting and had arrived in Paris where I
had to pick up a plane to Algiers when word came through that there had been a coup d'etat in
Algeria and Ben Bella had been overthrown by Boumedienne.

I thought since it looked like the Afro-Asian meeting was going to proceed that the best thing
was to go on down and adhere to our damage limitation policy. I got on the telephone to the
embassies in Paris of various Far Eastern countries that I had visited to talk to them to urge them
to proceed to attend. I was on the telephone with the Thai embassy talking to an official when all
of a sudden the Thai Foreign Minister got on the other end, I had met him at the SEATO council
meeting earlier, and he talked to me directly about it. He said he was uncertain whether to go and
I urged him to go. He agreed to go. We all got down there and I tried to stay in the background as
much as possible because it would have been counter productive to put myself forward as the
American representative, but we had these friendly countries who would be on the floor of the
conference and we would do what we could.

The afternoon for the opening of the meeting arrived. Bill Porter was our ambassador in Algiers
at that point. All the ambassadors were invited to the opening ceremony and he said he would
take me along to the opening. We arrived at the door. The Algerian officials greeted him, he had
credentials to get in, and I started in but was told I was not permitted in. Porter turned to him and
said, "But he is my interpreter, [ have to have him." Well, Porter was one of the best linguists in
the Foreign Service. The Algerians said, "Oh, but Mr. Ambassador you don't...." "Oh, yes I
actually do...so you come with me." So he pulled me through and I went right through. The
Algerians were looking sort of agape at the way that he got me through. Out of sight of the
officials he turned to me and said, "Now you are on your own, I can't take you into the seat." |
started down a corridor and another security official challenged me. I had no credentials at all.
He said I would have to get out of there. At that moment his attention was diverted so I dived
into a loge box and stayed there monitoring. I was right in there where I could see everything.
The meeting opened and within five minutes was adjourned by the Algerians and never resumed.
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I have never known exactly why the Algerians did that, but from our standpoint it was the best
outcome of the meeting, because we couldn't have won if the meeting had proceeded. My friends
from other embassies whom I had urged to attend were a little annoyed. They felt their dignity
had been compromised by this denouement. No, they were not annoyed with me, they were
annoyed with the Algerians. So it turned out all right.

kksk

MENDENHALL: Then I came back to Washington and though I had not been very well
supported by the Bureau for Far Eastern Affairs, AID fought for me as much as it could. AID
asked me to stay on in their organization as the number two man in the Vietnam bureau. In 1967
Lyndon Johnson had insisted that the Vietnam operation in AID be set up as a completely
separate bureau equivalent to a continent, equivalent to Asia, Africa, etc. That bureau had rapidly
expanded under a very able man, Jim Grant, and had between 400 and 500 employees here in
Washington.

When I arrived in the summer of 1968, Lyndon Johnson who had been the instigator of that
bureau was on the way out of his presidency, so Bill Gaud, the head of AID, said, "What I want
you to concentrate on is cutting the staff of that bureau down substantially. In the course of the
year and a half [ was with the bureau I succeeded in cutting it in half. That doesn't render one
very popular as you well know, Tully, and it wasn't a very easy thing to do because personnel
who were about to lose jobs were inclined to get hold of their Congressman and one is involved
in a lot of correspondence and discussion with members of Congress over personnel matters. But
we did get it cut in half and I was rather gratified by it.

After I had been in the bureau for half a year, Jim Grant, the Assistant Administrator, the head of
it, decided to leave the government and go to an important private job and I became his successor
as head of the bureau for a year.

It was a very interesting year. You are an old Deputy Assistant Secretary for Congressional
relations and one of the few Foreign Service officers I imagine who ever had extensive contact
with Congress. My understanding is that besides the Bureau of Congressional Relations and
those in the Management Bureau who deal with the budget of the Congress, the normal Foreign
Service officer in the Department, even Assistant Secretaries, don't have all that much contact
with members of Congress.

Q: Some, particularly in the Economic Bureau.

MENDENHALL: In AID, on the other hand, one is in touch with Congress almost all the time
because the key principal function of the AID Bureau is to get money out of Congress.

Q: As I remember you had a delightful Congressman to deal with.
MENDENHALL: We did indeed. As a matter of fact the worst afternoon I think I ever passed in

my life was with Congressman Passman of Louisiana who was the chairman of the House
Appropriations Subcommittee dealing with AID appropriation. Passman had been in that
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chairmanship for about 15 years and knew his way around very extensively. But he had the habit
of subjecting the AID people who came up to defend the appropriations request to a third degree
harassment with a whole series of minor questions which they couldn't fairly be expected to
know the answers to and then trying to ridicule them. He had a staff member who sat beside him
and whispered the questions in his ear during the whole process of the hearing. I was up there for
the AID appropriations for that year and was on the stand for four hours continuously. At the end
of that time I don't think I have ever been so tired in my life. I think I didn't let slip one
unguarded answer toward the end on which he pounced to try to show that our AID
appropriation at the level we were requesting was not justified. I don't know how much you dealt
with Passman.

Q: I saw him but I never faced him.

MENDENHALL: It was the AID people...

Q: There was a Congressman from Maryland who was a problem too about that time as 1
remember.

MENDENHALL: No, I didn't...Oh, yes, I remember there was one -- Long. He became chairman
later. Passman finally got his come uppance. He was put on trial for something in respect to
Korea, I can't remember it now, but that ended his political career. I don't even remember what
the outcome of the trial was, but it ended a long congressional career.

The other man who gave me a certain amount of grief was also from Louisiana and that was
Senator Ellender, Chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee. I remember he harassed
me at one point during an open, public hearing to the point where my middle daughter, then
about 14 or 15 and sitting in the audience, got up and shook her fists at Senator Ellender saying,
"You can't treat my daddy this way."

I would like to talk a bit about an interesting encounter with Senator Packwood from Oregon
who was then a freshman Senator and is now the ranking Republican on the Senate Finance
Committee. In 1968, Jim Grant, the Assistant Administrator of the Vietnam Bureau, before he
left had driven through the U.S. government a policy decision in favor of the initiation of a
drastic land reform program in South Vietnam. He even insisted in getting the signature on the
cable of Henry Kissinger who was then the National Security Advisor. Everybody approved and
that became the official policy of the U.S. government.

I was all in favor of it. I did think it was important that farmers buy the land and not be given it
on a grant basis because my experience in Laos was that when we in the Aid Mission did
anything completely on a grant basis for rural villagers they regarded it as "the American
project" and not theirs and if the communists came along wouldn't raise a hand in defense of it.
On the other hand, if one involved the villagers, say in the construction of the school they
provided all the labor on a self-help basis and we provided the materials, they had a real interest
in that school because they had put something into it and would defend it against the
communists.
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So I felt that in South Vietnam it was important for the farmers to have a personal stake in the
land reform program by having paid at least something for the land they got.

This position that I held became known fairly widely in the government when I became the head
of the Vietnam Bureau in 1969 and one good day Senator Packwood summoned the AID
Administrator and myself to his office on the Hill and read the riot act to us as though I was
completely opposed to the land reform program. I endeavored to explain my position but it is
sometimes a little difficult to get some things across when a preconceived idea gets into the head
of a man up on the Hill. Packwood had by his side a professor from the State of Washington who
was known as a man who thought that the total key to victory in South Vietnam and the war was
land reform. Nothing else mattered. Land reform would give us the victory. He was the man who
was feeding ideas into Packwood's head.

Later the chief Agricultural Credit official from South Vietnam came to Washington on a visit
and I arranged for a luncheon on the eighth floor of the State Department for him and invited
Senator Packwood to attend the luncheon. I thought I would try to demonstrate to him that my
heart was in the right place; that I was supporting agricultural development in every way possible
in South Vietnam. Unfortunately during this luncheon it became clear that the Vietnamese
director of agricultural credit was not particularly in favor of the land reform program. So this
whole effort of mine boomeranged with Packwood. I came out worse than I was before I went in
as far as he was concerned.

Later the professor from the State of Washington who had been with Packwood when the AID
Administrator and I had been in his office and subjected to his third degree, published an article
in the Seattle Post Intelligencer which was front page banner headline attacking me personally
for opposition to the land reform program in Vietnam. When this was brought to my attention I
sent out a letter in response to the article. The newspaper did indeed publish the letter which
explained my position but then published a retort of the professor's side by side, which further
confirmed that in a battle with the press you can never really win because they always have the
last word, simply because of the nature of the media.

Another congressional experience which I think may be worth recording was one with Senator
Ted Kennedy who was the Chairman of the Refugee Subcommittee of the Judiciary Committee.
Kennedy had manifested very great interest in the refugee program in Vietnam, much of it I
think for his own political reasons. He decided in March, 1969 that he would conduct public
hearings on that program. The AID Administrator and I were summoned up to testify. To open
the hearings, somewhat to my surprise and annoyance, Senator Kennedy read out the conclusions
of the hearings before they actually opened. Why? Because the press was there for the opening
of the hearings and would not be there later during the continued sessions. So his conclusions
had already been given to the public before he even listened to us. That has, I think, rather
influenced my views of Senator Kennedy over the years.

The other man with whom I had a certain amount of experience over the years is one whom I
know you have a different regard for from mine, Tully. That is Senator Claiborne Pell. I met
Senator Pell in the summer of 1968 over dinner at a club here in Washington and at that dinner
he and I got involved in a rather heated exchange over the war in Vietnam. He was a dove and |
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was a hawk. I didn't think much more about that until I learned toward the end of 1969 that Pell
had made it clear to Bill Macomber, the Under Secretary for Management in the Department,
that he would oppose me for nomination to any significant position in East Asia or indeed
elsewhere if it involved anything of any importance. And that explained to me why the year I
was head of the Vietnam Bureau in AID I was always Acting and never named officially and my
name submitted to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. I had never thought very much
about it. I had as full authority Acting as I would have had with Senate confirmation and I had
developed excellent rapport with AID people -- indeed when I left at the end of that year I was
given a very find sendoff from the AID Administrator and my colleagues as Assistant
Administrators. But that did explain why I had never been formally nominated and confirmed.

Q: He must have learned all that from Fulbright who used those tactics.

MENDENHALL: To me, Pell is a reverse McCarthyite, the way he pursued me, the way Javert
pursued Jean Valjean in "Les Miserables."

At the end of 1969 the Administration decided to nominate a Republican as the Assistant
Administrator for Vietnam. I decided it was time anyway for me to come back to the
Department. I had been four and a half years on loan to AID which was, from a career
standpoint, long enough. I enjoyed it, learned a great deal and look back upon it as one of the
highlights of my career. The Inspector General, Fraser Wilkins, asked me whether [ would take
on an inspection job and I agreed to do so. Interestingly, I indicated some interest in going to
Italy -- there was to be an inspection in Italy in early 1970. When Fraser got the assignments
worked out whom do you think he called to say that he was giving us Italy -- not me, but my
wife. He knew that my wife was especially interested in going to Italy.

CECIL S. RICHARDSON
Political Officer/Staff Aide
Saigon (1959-1961)

Cecil Richardson was born in New York in 1926, and graduated from Queen’s
College. He served in the US Army from 1944 to 1947, and overseas from 1951 to
1952. Entering the Foreign Service in 1956, he was stationed in Dakar, Saigon,
Lagos, Niamey, Paris, Accra, Brussels, Quito, Tehran, Lima, St. Paolo and
Bahamas. He was interviewed by Charles Stuart Kennedy on August 5, 2003.

Q: Southeast Asia.

RICHARDSON: Southeast Asia. I went to Saigon, which delighted me. That was a good time to
be there. The French war was over a couple of years and the American War had not yet started. It
was a war alright. It was a Vietnamese War, but this was the period when they were developing
the plan, how to win the hearts and minds of the people and send in the Green Berets and small
groups to give medical attention and this and that. That was when that was going on. So that was
an interesting time.
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Q: So you were there from ... ?

RICHARDSON: ‘59 to ‘61.

Q: What was your job?

RICHARDSON: I was the political section.

Q: Who was the ambassador when you were there?
RICHARDSON: Elbridge Durbrow.

Q: You went back, he was an old China hand, wasn’t he?

RICHARDSON: No, no. He ... where would he have been before? I don’t know, but I don’t
think he had had any previous experience in that area.

Q: No, maybe not.
RICHARDSON: And then he was soured by old things.

Q: How, what was the situation in Vietnam when you arrived, we re talking about South
Vietnam.

RICHARDSON: Well, we were solidly in support of Ngo Dinh Diem.
Q: Was there ...

RICHARDSON: We were not yet, not yet disillusioned with him as happened later on in the
Kennedy Administration.

Q: Well, were they still talking about Diem being Arguit the Abonese Magsaysay, and all?

RICHARDSON: Well, that, if no one ever said it in my presence, but certainly he was our man.
He was Syngman Rhee. He was Magsaysay. He was our choice. After he was, what in a convent,
or a monastery in the States when they anointed him.

Q: What, where’d you live and how was life there?

RICHARDSON: I lived in an apartment. The first place I had was a completely air conditioned
apartment and it was dark. Then there was an opportunity to move to the top floor of a small
apartment building that wasn’t air conditioned at all but it was so bright and cheerful so my wife
and I moved there and enjoyed it. Yes, we really enjoyed Vietnam. We traveled all over the
country north of Saigon. One time, I put something like 2,000 miles on that car, on the
Volkswagen and it’s such a little country I can’t figure out how I got that many miles on it.
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[Laughter]. And the people are hard working. They’re cultured, I mean in terms of their own
culture and of course they absorb the French culture and so for most and the food was ...

Q: When you get French and Vietnamese food, you couldn’t ask for two nicer cuisines.

RICHARDSON: No, no. So we enjoyed that very much and it was a good time because as I said
the French War was over and the American one had not begun.

Q: Who was the head of the Political Section?

RICHARDSON: Joe Mendenhall. I think later Ambassador in Madagascar, I think. I know that
he went from Saigon to head up the AID mission to Laos, at a time when it was a very big
operation.

Q: What piece of the action were you given in the political section?

RICHARDSON: You call “dog’s body.” The one thing that I had that I did all the time was in
North, was a weekly report on North Vietnam. Now, where did I get that information from? Very
often I got it from people who’d been there. They had the international commission.

Q: Isee...
RICHARDSON: These are Canadians and Indians.
Q: Yes, but Canadians, Indians and Polish.

RICHARDSON: Well, the Poles, we didn’t have much luck with them but the Indians and the
Canadians, we were able to ...

Q: And they traveled back and forth.

RICHARDSON: And I would include stuff that I’d been given from the political section that
they’d picked up, a lot from the agency people.

Q: Well, how, was the CIA outfit the station, or a substantial station?

RICHARDSON: Yes. I would say that in my 35 years service, the best relations that I’ve ever
experienced in my time. When I arrived, Nick Natsios was the head of the office and he took me
around his shop to meet his people and you know there were no new barriers. And he was
followed by Bill Colby, later Agency director. My wife and Mrs. Colby still see each other. So
there were excellent relationships between political and the agency. As a matter of fact, they
even called on me once because they wanted some cover. They wanted to make contact with a
Pole and he played bridge so I invited him over to play bridge and the fourth was the guy who
wanted to meet him. And when we left Saigon, Mrs. Colby gave a big tea for my wife. This
produced a lot of question within the embassy, “Why is Mrs. Colby giving your wife a tea
party?” Because they got along well, but it had nothing to do with Bill and me. Later, a few years
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later, sort of a happen stance, we traveled from Europe to the States on the same ship so we’ve
had lots of contact, but if you go back to the professional part of it, I’ve never had or seen better
and closer integration of effort and activity.

Q: Well, what were you seeing up in North Vietnam at the time?
RICHARDSON: Who were we seeing?
Q: What were you seeing developments up there?

RICHARDSON: There was activity in agriculture collectivization and efforts to keep people
from fleeing south.

Q: Did you have much contact with Vietnamese, South Vietnamese?

RICHARDSON: Yes. Matter of fact, I’d go out one weekend, yes I had Vietnamese to my home
all the time. Very often they’d turn up without their wives and a bunch of flowers, but still they
came. And I'm glad our relations with French too, who are still there. There was this colonel
who headed up the brewery there. 33 is the brand. Another was a doctor who lived right opposite
the presidential palace. Oh, and there were French there with whom we had very good relations.
One amusing thing, I don’t know if you think, we just talk, I was at dinner one night and I met an
absolutely charming Frenchmen, delightful fellow. And his name was Oquinel. It sounded like
something that you eat. At the end of the evening, we exchanged cards. His name was Raymond
O’Connell. His father or grandfather was some Irish adventurer who ended up in Indochina in
the 19th century.

Q: Well, did you get out and talk to the French on the plantations and all that?

RICHARDSON: Yes, but we had a better informant for that. I did spend one weekend up with
the French at a rubber plantation, but we had a secretary, Larry Pat Hughs who was up there
every weekend.

Q: Was the American presence sort of overpowering at that time or very small?

RICHARDSON: No, but they were there. My guess is there were probably as many as 1,900
U.S. Military, but I can’t speak with any exactness about the figure. This is the impression I have
from that period, there may have been as many as 1,900. No combat units. It was definitely a
highly desirable assignment for the Military at that time because this was the only war going on
and they would come out to get their cards punched.

Q: How about, were the French Military around?

RICHARDSON: No, no. The French had even given up training the Vietnamese Army in 1954.
They turned that over to the U.S. a couple of years earlier. When was Dien Bien Phu? 1954?

O: Ah, ‘54, I think.
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RICHARDSON: And so, in fact, I think in ‘56 they turned over responsibility for training the
Vietnamese Army. to the U.S. so the French Military were there maybe only as attaches.

Q: Did, how about, did you have many, much communication with the Chinese community and
so on in other places?

RICHARDSON: No, no.
Q: How about ... ?

RICHARDSON: With them, there would be mostly a language problem. I don’t know how good
their French was. So one night, [ was astounded, when it was very late, 11:00 at night and some,
for some reason I think it was, my wife and I in Chalon, eating, why we’d be eating that late, |
don’t know, but we got into conversation with the waiter who spoke very good English. And so
we asked him some questions about that, and do you know where he learned his English? From a
Chinese teacher of English. [Laughter]. His accent was good. But, that’s as I say that’s the only
serious conversation I’ve ever had with a Chinese.

Q: How about your days going down to the Delta and often times to the Highlands?

RICHARDSON: Highlands, I would, North of Saigon we went everywhere up to the DMZ.
That’s where I had my Volkswagen bug.

Q: You had what?

RICHARDSON: My Volkswagen bug, the car.

Q: Oh, yes.

RICHARDSON: But the Delta was out.

Q: Why was that?

RICHARDSON: Because guerilla activities had picked up. When I first arrived, Tom Barnes and
I talked about using public transportation and going down to the Camau Peninsula, to the Delta,
to see the country, but we didn’t. Before we could put that into operation, within 6 months there
was so much guerrilla activity that we could never get permission to go down there so we ended
up going North to go hiking in the Highlands. On another occasion I traveled to the North and
back. Up along the coast and back through the highlands.

Q: Do we have anything on Da Nang?

RICHARDSON: You mean as a consulate?

Q: No.
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RICHARDSON: No we had only Hue. Da Nang was military.

Q: Was there any sort of North-South, I'm talking about difference within the political spectrum
between North and South Vietnam and Southern-South Vietnam?

RICHARDSON: Well, of course, you had the Northerners who had escaped from the North, but
they had moved South and they were predominantly Catholic so you had a difference there. Both
of geography and of religion. And you had more political opposition that probably came from
Buddhists or types that didn’t have any particular religious affiliation, but the government was
not very tolerant of them, tolerant of opposition.

Q: Yes. Were they having that battle, I can’t remember, between I can’t think of the name right
now, it was sort of a sect, a religious sect?

RICHARDSON: Bao Dai. Yes.

Q: Yes.

RICHARDSON: Yes, but there were guys who ran the whorehouse.
Q: Yes,  mean ...

RICHARDSON: That was a gang.

Q: It was a gang essentially.

RICHARDSON: Yes, well he squashed that before I arrived. What were they called, I’ve
forgotten?

Q: I'd say Wha Wha or something like that.
RICHARDSON: Hwa Hao.
Q: Hwa Hao, something like that.

RICHARDSON: Yes, yes. No, that was, that gang, but there were two of them: Wha Hao was
one, which we’re calling Wha How and then there was another one, they were Hoods, I think.
And they were operating the whore houses, they had that kind of activity and it was also a threat
to law and order, but while I was there, there was an attempt by some army unit to overthrow the
government and that was in November, [ know it was November 11th because that’s the Marine
Corps birthday is. So it was November 11th, the night of the 11th/12th.

That coup attempt lasted the entire weekend. After the Marine Corps birthday reception Friday

night, there was no ball due to security concerns. My wife and I went to an after-hours club
where we fell in with a bunch of Canadians and Political Section secretary Mary Pat Hughes. We
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got home about 2:00 after dropping off Mary Pat. As I was putting the car in the garage, heavy
gunfire broke out nearby with tracers passing over the house so thick it looked like a lighted path
in the sky. Along the way I found Mary Pat on the street curious about what was going on. She
jumped in with me confident that a secretary would be useful. And she was. Other than
communicators and Marine guards we were the only staff at the embassy until Sunday afternoon.
The ambassador had set up a command post at the residence where he was getting reports from
our people on the street. He dictated cables to Mary Pat and I signed off for transmission. On
Sunday afternoon a couple of us were going out to the top floor balcony when we stopped
because of nearby gunfire. The fellow immediately in front of me spun around and was pressed
against my chest. Just then he caught a bullet in the back. He was other agency with a sense of
humor. Reaching around to his wound he complained “someone has put a hole in my cloak.” He
survived.

Mary Pat certainly deserved an award for her work, initiative, and devotion to the job, but I don’t
know if she ever got one.

Q: I think November 10th, as I recall.

RICHARDSON: Okay, that night. That would have been ‘60. Colby was already there so it must
have been ‘60 because one of our junior officers, John Helble, distinguished himself by reporting
by telephone from the balcony of the Colby house overlooking the presidential palace and was
able to give the ambassador a blow by blow report. Well, have we talked long enough?

Q: Well, no. I'm thinking in terms of, I want, 1'd like to finish up the Saigon bit and then we can
stop. How about, did we have much contact with say the Buddhists. I assume we had relatively
good contact with the Catholics and all.

RICHARDSON: With the Buddhists as Buddhists?

Q: Yes.

RICHARDSON: I don’t know. I’m not aware of it in the political section, but I would, I think I
have to assume that this would have been something the intelligence agencies would have been
doing because the political section, the embassy as the embassy would have been very much
concerned about alienating Diem by being seen to cultivate his enemy so I think that ... they

would have to leave that to the intelligence people.

Q: How about, did you run across the news, I was thinking Madame Ngu of course and her
husband which was, who was it Tim’s brother.

RICHARDSON: No, I didn’t. No, what’s his name? Nhu.
Q: Well, anyway ...

RICHARDSON: Nhu.
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Q: Yes. Were they figures when you were there?

RICHARDSON: Oh, very much so. We regarded Nhu as the principle advisor and confidante of
his brother. The one person he trusted. And, remember, he had ambitions and evidently had real
influence, this was the impression we had. She was a power to be reckoned with ... a very strong
personality and she still is I think.

Q: Yes. Well, were there any attacks on the embassy or ... ?

RICHARDSON: No, but right after I left they blew up the embassy.

Q: Yes the bomb went off right in front of it.

RICHARDSON: Yes and there were, there was a bomb of sorts thrown over the wall at one of
my colleagues, I think he was USAID. I don’t think anybody was injured, but there was concern,
but not, if, there wasn’t so serious a situation that I couldn’t get permission to drive all over the
country except down South.

Q: Well, then maybe this is a good place to stop?

RICHARDSON: Except, do you want to finish Saigon?

Q: Yes.

RICHARDSON: LBJ was coming out as Vice President.

Q: Well wait, he wouldn’t have, he didn’t come in until ‘61.

RICHARDSON: As Vice President.

Q: Yes, I mean Kennedy was elected in ‘60 and they came in ‘61 and you were still there?
RICHARDSON: Yes.

Q: You were there from ‘59 to ‘61.

RICHARDSON: Yes, now so LBJ is coming. Of course this is a big deal so they get us all
together and I had not had too high of an opinion of the Admin. Counselor, but when I saw how
he organized this big deal that was coming up ... my esteem for him went up considerably. Well,
my job was to organize a reception, guest list of about 600 people and by then I had left the
political section, I was staff aid.

Q: For Nolting?

RICHARDSON: For Nolting.
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Q. Ambassador Nolting.

RICHARDSON: Yes, yes. Durbrow had just left. He wouldn’t let me leave until he left. So I get
out a guest list and did what everyone has to do to organize a big affair and the morning of the
affair, I boarded a ship going out to the South China Sea. [Laughter]. At 6:00 when the first guest
was due to arrive, I was just clearing the river going past Vung Tau with tears in my eyes, into
the South China Sea. So, it’s the only time I’d really run away from my responsibility.

Q: Yes, that’s probably a good one to get away with. I think when the Kennedy’s, Jack and
Bobby, sent Lyndon Johnson out to get him out of town more than anything else.

RICHARDSON: Yes. But I was very saddened to leave. I’d had such a good time, I had become
so attached to the country that I literally stood in the stern of that ship as we went past Cape St.
Jacques and tears were rolling down my face. I went back there just a couple of years ago as a
tourist and got to Hanoi which of course I couldn’t have gotten to except as a prisoner in those
days.

Q: okay. We were able to, when did that bombing of that waterside restaurant, The Barge, did
that happen while you were there.

RICHARDSON: I don’t think so. I don’t remember, I think I would remember that. Oh, but one
thing I do want to include on this note is for several years after I left, ‘61, I tried to get back to
Saigon and I did until the number of troops in the country reached the figure of 100,000. Then I
stopped asking to go back because it was no longer a Vietnamese War that I could support, it had
become an American War which I could not personally support and so that- (end of tape)

Q: In 1961 where did you go?
RICHARDSON: I went back to West Africa. I went to Lagos, Nigeria.

Q: Alright, we’ll pick it up next time then. Did you say at one point you went hiking with your
wife and what did you do?

RICHARDSON: No, no this was with Tom Barnes.
Q: Tom Barnes.

RICHARDSON: Tom Barnes, when we decided, it was decided for us that we couldn’t go
through the Delta and the peninsula by public transportation as we had hoped because of the
guerrilla activity so we went North into the Hill country and drove the Volkswagen up the
footpath to a Montagnard village where we left the car, hired some people to carry our
equipment, because we were going to be camping to the next village and we worked our way
around the hills for about a week and made a circle and got back to the Volkswagen and this was
my only real contact with the people other than the lowland Vietnamese and they couldn’t have
been more gracious and accepting.
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Q: Did you get any feel for the division between the lowland Vietnamese and the Montagnards?

RICHARDSON: Not when I was traveling there because we had a Vietnamese armed guard with
us, but he was very, he was courteous and circumspect in his duties, but everything else we heard
was that the lowlanders, the Vietnamese were contemptuous of the “primitives” in the hills. We
found them gracious and very, very open. Now we’re up in the hills and the streams there are
pretty cold. When we would come to a stream, our porters would get a bar of soap and take off
their clothes and jump into the water. [Laughter]. And so Tom and I got into the habit and we
took off our clothes and jumped in after them which was just as well because that was the only
occasion we had to bathe.

Q: At that point had we put special forces in?

RICHARDSON: No, no, no. We were talking. The embassy staff were working on the anti-
insurgency plan. That was in development while I was there in my last 6 months or so and
everybody was contributing to it actually. Hansbacker of USIA had an important input and
everybody got a piece of that one. And that was the anti-insurgency plan which involved
bringing the green berets in for medical assistance and things like that, to win the hearts and
minds.

BEN FRANKLIN DIXON
Political Officer
Thailand (1959-1962)

Ben Franklin Dixon was born in North Carolina in 1918. He joined the State
Department in 1945 as a civil servant, dealing with Near Eastern and Greek
matters. Joining the Foreign Service in 1956, he served in Morocco, Thailand,
Pakistan, and Washington, DC. In Thailand, he dealt with Vietnamese matters.

Q: Did the early stages of our involvement in Vietnam play much of a role in what you were
doing at that time?

DIXON: Yes. I was up and down in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam quite a bit, as well as
Australia, Indonesia, and Singapore, about various and sundry things. I figured, you know, what
could we do to try to bring Vietnam on our side? We had this Mekong development. And, you
know, we at that time were trying to have peace with the North Vietnamese. The war had not
gotten to the stage that it later got onto, and it was still possible to do something about this.

I therefore wrote a dispatch recommending certain projects, which the North Vietnamese
obviously couldn't participate in the Mekong thing, and suggested that we use these things as bait
to try to interest them and join the Mekong, stopping the war in effect.

President Johnson used this basic idea in a speech at a college to propose this. But the
Vietnamese would have nothing to do with it.
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The other thing was that I knew the president of Vietnam. Also, there was the guy, Wolf
Vladijinsky, who was...

Q: He was the very famous advisor both in Vietnam and in Japan, too.

DIXON: Yes. I was up in Laos on special duty when the incursion came in from the north. Wolf
was there then, I got to know him. And he got to telling me about how bad things were with
Diem and his family and all of those secret organizations and so forth. Later, while I was in
Vietnam, he introduced me to Diem. And I got into the conversation, saying, in effect, you know
you ought to get rid of Madame Nhu.

Q. Diem was the president, and Madame Nhu was his sister-in-law.

DIXON: Yes. And I had occasion a couple of times after that to talk to him about it. He clearly
was aware that it was a liability to him, but, on the other hand, he apparently seemed to think that
all this organization and so forth that they had was really important to his support. There wasn't
much I contributed to that.

There was some resentment against Diem. There was a rumor at an ECAFE conference that
Diem had been deposed. The Vietnamese ambassador rushed over to me and said, "What is this?
Have you heard?"

I said, "I don't know, I can go over to the embassy and find out if there's anything."
And I went down and found it wasn't true.

But they didn't know what the hell to do. They heard that somebody else was taking power. You
know, they wanted to be on the right side. And a great, great to-do.

And finally, when we got this thing straightened out, he acted as though nothing had happened,
but I think he was getting ready to try to throw his weight on the other side.

I went down on an inspection of the Mekong, and we went down to look at something in Can
Tho. There was of course fighting in there, but it wasn't very great.

Q: This is in the Mekong Delta, Can Tho.

DIXON: Yes, and we took a look at this thing. We were riding in Jeeps, and there was an Army
truck with some soldiers in it that sort of went with us. It was an area where there wasn't any
fighting to speak of. But on the way back, somebody started 