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After the partition of Vietnam with the Geneva Agreements of 1954, the
Eisenhower administration began to directly support the government in the
South headed by Ngo Dinh Diem. President Eisenhower, in a letter to Diem,
promised to help Diem maintain a “strong, viable state capable of resisting
outside aggression.” Armed with this support, in July 1954, Diem rejected the
reunification elections provided for in the Geneva Agrecments and declared
South Vietnam a republic with himself as president. The CIA, although pessi-
mistic about establishing a stable, civilian regime in South Vietnam, neverthe-
less set about assisting Diem in creating a new state, This is the story of CIA’s
efforts and its relationship with Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu

Based on a thorough examination of CIA’s records and on in-depth inter-
views of key participants, Thomas Ahern presents an authoritative review and
assessment of CIA's evolving relationship with Diem, first as he struggled to
consolidate his power and then as his increasingly authoritative regime fal-
tered and collapsed when the South Vietnamese military seized power in a
coup favored by the Unifed States. The military generals assassinated Diem
and his brother Nhu.ﬁ : :

This ultimately tragic drama is followed in detail by Ahern as he traces CIA
efforts to bring stability and democracy to South Victnam and to influence
Diem. Although not uncritical of US policy and CIA operations, Ahern’s
study reveals a CIA Station—indeed in the early years, two Stations—work-
ing diligently and effectively to aid Diem in forming a viable state. That this
effort to build a modern nation state failed greatly frustrated CIA officers.
Nevertheless, the CIA continued its efforts to influence and shape policies and
programs in South Vietnam long after Diem'’s death.D

This thoughtful study is the first volume in Thomas Ahern’s larger work of
CIA’s role in South Vietnam from 1954 to 1975. The second volume, CIA and
the Generals: Covert Support to Military Government in South Vietnam was
published in 1999, and the third volume, The CIA and Rural Pacification in
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South Vietnam, will also be forthcoming in the year 2000, Together these vol-
umes provide a comprehensive review of CIA programs and reporting from

Vietnam.

Gerald K. Haines

Chief Historian

CIA History Staff

Center for the Study of Intelligence
~ June 2000 .
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CHAPTER 1

Anticolonialism versus Anticommunism

-

The Viet Minh destroyed colonial rule in Indochina when they defeated the
French at Dien Bien Phu on 7 May 1954.1 Negotiations beginning in Geneva a
day later led in July to an agreement signed by France, Great Britain, the
Soviet Union, Communist China, and the three Associated States of Indoch-
ina, including Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The United
States agreed to respect the Geneva Accords, but, unhappy with the provision
for the temporary division of Vietnam at the 17* parallel, refused to sign. Bao
Dai, the puppet cmperor of the French, remained in Cannes, and his new
prime minister, Ngo Dinh Diem, had played no role in the war or in the nego-
tiations that ended it.2

As the Cold War deepened, and especially after the outbreak of the Korean
war in June 1950, the United States had given the French massive miaterial
support in their war against the Viet Minh. Now, with the Geneva Accords
going into effect, Washington faced the painful choice of either accepting the
extension of Ho Chi Minh’s authority throughout Vietnam or picking up the
French burden of resistance to the Viet Minh. The decision, hesitant and incre-
mental, was to back Diem and to o create an independent, anti-Communist
nation south of the 17th parallel.

! The term “Vict Minh” is an abbreviation for Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh—the Vietnam Inde-
pendence League—the national front created by Ho Chi Minh in 1941 to resist the Japanese occu-
pation and the Vichy French colonial regime that collaborated with it. South Vietnam as a
separate, provisional entity came into existence as a result of the Geneva Accords. The other two
Associated States, which together with Vietnam made up French Indochina, were Cambodia and
Laos. Under the terms of the ceasefire, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) was to take
control of all Vietnamese territory north of the 17th parallel, while the French Expeditionary
Corps retired to the soutl\m

This introduction relies on Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History (New Yotk: Penguin Books,
(984); George McT. Kahin, Intervention: How America Became Involved in Vietnam (Garden
City, NY: Anchor Books, 1987); and George Herring, America’s Longest War: The United States
and Viemam, 19501975, 24 ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986)
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There was good reason for American leaders to hesitate, beginning with the
absence of any effective opposition to the Viet Minh. There were few illusions
in Washington, either about Diem’s political stature or about the cohesion or
determination of the anti-Communist clements in the South. On the military
side, the humiliation of the French confirmed the perils of a land war on the
Asian mainland for a Western power, perils only recently emphasized by the
stalemate in Korea. From the outset in 1954, some US policymakers warned
that material support to Diem might lead to an mconcluswe or even disastrous
commitment of American ground forces.

If there were reasons to hesitate, there werce also powerful incentives for the
United States to deny the legitimacy of the Communist regime in the North
and resist its anticipated drive to absorb the South. An apocalyptic but widely
accepted version of the domino theory held that the loss of Indochina would
invite Communist advances along the entire line from Japan to the Suez
Canal.? Domestic political considerations also intensified the pressure to act.
The “who lost China?” debate and its exploitation by Senator Joseph McCar-
thy inhibited consideration of the possibility that the job could not be done, or-
at least not at an acceptable cost. The famous Army-McCarthy hearings were
going on as the battle of Dien Bien Phu came to a close,

Administration acceptance of the Geneva Accords would risk political
embarrassment as well as acquiescence in the probable Communization of
Vietnam. At the instigation of Sccretary of State John Foster Dulles, the US
had committed $400 million to the French in late 1953 to persuade them to
stay the course in Indochina. To abandon the anti-Communist South only six
months later would call into question the wisdom of that investment. In the
end, the importance of halting the spread of Communism overshadowed the
risks, and the United States embarked on its 21-year effort to create in Sou
Vietnam a permanent barrier to Communist expansion in Southeast Asia.{j

The Origin of US EngagementD

- The US decision to replace the French as the guarantor of a non-Communist
Vietnam represcnted the end of a tortuous path that first ran in the opposite
direction. President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s generic hostility to European
colonialism and specific antipathy for Charles de Gaulle led him, during early
planning for the postwar period, to suggest a United Nations trusteeship for
Indochina. He later retreated from this, partly to avoid further demoralizing an
already prostrate France, and partly to avoid weakening the basis for retaining

3 In fact, Indochina was the focus of the first use of the domino image, at é press conference held
by President Eisenhower on 7 April 1954@

.
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the Pacific islands that the US had taken from Japan. But Roosevelt never
yielded on his insistence that the French accept the principle of eventual inde-
pendence for Indochina

Although President Harry S Truman was not so personally hostile to French
aims in Indochina as Roosevelt had been, opposition to the restoration of the
colonial regime also fed on the perception of the State Department’s Southeast
Asian experts that the French would inevitably come to grief on the rocks of
Vietnamese nationalism. But the force of this argument was blunted by the
fact that, if Ho Chi Minh was a nationalist, he was also a Communist. His his-
tory of connections with the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU)
acquired increasing importance as imminent victory over the Germans and the
Japanese began to reveal the fault lines in the wartime alliance with the Sovi-
ets.

The immediate postwar period saw the consolidation of the Soviet hold
over Eastern Europe. George Kennan’s containment theory of 1946 became
the conceptual basis of the US response to this challenge, as the Truman Doc-
trine of 1947 became its policy basis. Discomfort with the exploitative prac-
tices of French colonialism persisted, even while Washington thought it
imperative to prop up a succession of French govermnments, partly by tacitly
endorsing their aims in Indochina. The result was a schizophrenic policy that
prohibited direct US support of French military operations in Indochina, then
looked the other way while the French diverted to that purpose substantial
quantities of US military and financial aid intended to defend France against
the Sovict threat in Burope. In any case, the gradual intensification of the Cold
War eroded earlier American impressions of Ho Chi Minh as a nationalist
leader who might be encouraged or manipulated into becoming an “Asian
Tito”| |

The final Communist victory in China in 1949 and Pyongyang’s invasion of
South Korea in 1950 reinforced the American view of Communism as an
implacably expansionist monolith. Indochina came to be seen as critical to the
defense of the Asian littoral. In Europe, first priority was the construction of
NATO, and the Unitcd States was ready to pay the French a substantial price
for their agreement to the rearming of West Germany. In February 1950, the
French National Assembly ratified the agreement establishing Emperor Bao
Dai as the head of a nominally independent Vietnam. This pro forma gesture
sufficed, in the circumstances, to assuage Washington’s anticolonial bias, and
the door opened to a program of direct US support to the French Expedition-
ary Corpsb

No amount of matetial aid could compensate for anachronistic colonial pol-
icics and incompetent leadership, and the French absorbed a series of humili-
ating defeats. By latc 1953, the Laniel government was looking for a
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negotiated way out even as it accepted the $400 million offered by Dulles as
an incentive to pursue the struggle, Still anxious to preserve the French posi-
tion in Indochina, the United States joined the multilateral negotiations which
began in Geneva in late April 1954.-This hope dissolved with the fall of the
French redoubt at Dien Bien Phu in early May, but the Chinese were eager to
avoid direct US military intervention and intimated to the French that they
would press the Viet Minh to compromise. On 20 July, an agreement between
the French and Vielnamese military commands declared a truce and estab-
lished the 17% parallel as the line of demarcation between Communist-con-
trolled North Vietnam and French-administered South Vietnam. 4

As the Viet Minh wore down the French defenders at Dien Bien Phu, both
Washinglon and Paris had started looking for indigenous candidates to govern
whatever Vietnamese territory might be saved from the Communists. Ameri-
can and French objectives in Indochina were quite different, as they had been
from the beginning. The Eisenhower administration was preoccupied with the
containment of Communism while the French were almost equally single-
minded in trying to preserve their own economic privileges. Both, however,
were looking for an anti-Communist politician receptive to Western guidance
and possessing nationalist credentials strong enough to make him a plausible
competitor to Ho Chi Minh.

The candidates were few. With the advantages of Ho’s charisma, the
impending victory against the French, and superior political organization, the
Viet Minh commanded the loyalty not only of convinced Communists but of
many non-Communist nationalists as well. The other nationalists contended -
against each other in a welter of tiny, conspiratorial parties. Most of these
lacked any roots in the agrarian base of the society and none had a popular
base in the rice-rich provinces of the Mekong Deita. Vietnamese with techni-
cal or administrative skills were mostly assimilated into the French culture,
and many were French citizens.

Ngo Dinh Diem had established his nationalist credentials in- the early
1930s by quitting as the puppet emperor’s Interior Minister when the French
obstructed his proposed reforms. In the early 1950s, living in the United
States, he came to be seen by some influential legisiators as the best hope for
an anti-Communist leadership in Vietnam. He had many weaknesses, includ-
ing the lack of any organized following, but in the end emerged almost by
default as the joint Franco-American candidate. On 18 June 1954, Emperor
Bao Dai invited Diem to form a government to replace that of the Francophile
courtier Prince Buu Loc,

4 Dates are given in Harry G. Sumumers, Vietnam War Almanac (Facts on File Publications, 1985),
p. 24
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Covert Action as an Instrument of Nation-BuildingD

What Joseph Alsop several years later called the “miracle” of the Agency’s
success in Vietnam was the product of CIA’s close relationships with Ngo
Dinh Diem and his brother and confidant Ngo Dinh Nhu.5 CIA’s energy and
self-confidence in managing these relationships contrasted sharply with State
Department caution and reflected an institutional ethos inherited from the

Office of Strategic Services. This aggressive, enterprising spirit was encour- -

aged by the Eisenhower Administration’s confidence in covert operations as a
means of containing Soviet expansion. As a result, by mid-1954 there was
ample precedent for the Agency to take a lead role in Vietnam. CIA had
restored the Shah of Iran to his throne in 1953 and in March 1954, just before
the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu, had sponsored a successful military coup
against the leftist government in Guatemala. Earlier, CIA’s support to the
Christian Democrats in the 1948 Italian elections helped ensure the survival of
democratic government there. In the Philippines, the Agency’s close relation-
ship with Ramon Magsaysay beginning in 1950 was perceived as a major fac-
tor in the defeat of the Huk rebellion.ﬁ

In all these cases the purpose was the same, to establish a viable anti-Com-
munist regime in a country seen as threatened with absorption into the Soviet
Bloc. But although the goal in Indochina was the same, Vietnam presented
CIA, and the US Government as a whole, with a fundamentally different prob-
lem. In the other cases the task was to find and install acceptable leadership in
a functioning, if perhaps undeveloped, nation-state. This might be done by
sponsoring individual leaders, as in Iran and the Philippines, or by supporting
a political party, as in Italy. '

Vietnam was different. In the territory south of the 17th parallel, which
Americans at first called Free Vietnam, there existed neither a sense of nation-
hood nor an indigenous administration. Cochin China, comprised of Saigon
and the Mekong Delta, had had only a tenuous connection with the imperial
authority in Hue before becoming a French colony. Annam, in the center, was
now cut in half. And the Geneva Accords did not even in theory create a new
state. The 17" parallel designated a truce line, not an international boundary,
and the entircly provisional entity lying south of it was supposed to disappear
after national elections in 1956.

S Alsop’s remark was made several years later, in a conversation with Joseph Redick in Laos,
which Alsop visited while Redick was stationed there (Redick interview, 28 September 1989).
Notes of the interviews conducted for this study and the tapes of recorded interviews are on file at
the CIA History Slaff.D
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Free Victnam lacked not only an administrative apparatus but also a cadre
of indigenous politicians accustomed to the exercise of power. All of this
meant that with the decision to support Ngo Dinh Diem the United States was
undertaking not only to establish a leader but to create a country. This formi-
dable assignment was complicated from the very start by fundamental dis-
agreements with Diem—mutual incomprehension might be more accurate—
over the kind of leadership required and the kind of polity to be built. And for
the first 10 months of the venture, French officials in Saigon obstructed US -
efforts to make Diem head of government in fact as well as title,

The absence of any conceptual common ground with Diem was evident in
the various elements of the American Mission in Saigon and in the US Gov-
emment in general. The Embassy in Saigon, reflecting the bias of the State
Department’s European Bureau, placed ‘greater importance on preserving
Franco-American relations than on constructing a viable regime in Saigon.
The other parts of the US mission—the military and economic aid sections,
the US Information Service, and CIA—were more disposed to let the French
fend for themselves while the United States got on with the work of building
resistance to Communist aggression. But even here, there were conflicts. The
military advisory group was continually at odds with Washington over the
competing requirements of defense against both invasion by the North Viet-
namese Army and domestic Viet Minh insurgency. From the beginning both
military and civilian officials in Washington saw insurgency as the primary
menace, while a succession of senior military advisors in Saigon worried most

" about invasion.$

The CIA presence in Saigon also worked at cross purposes, not just with the
Department of State, but with itself. As noted earlier, the Agency maintained
two independent elements during the first two years of Diem’s rule. Although

" they cooperated to help Diem deal with immediate threats to his survival in

office, they developed conflicting approaches to the long-term issue of con-
structing for him a base of mass political support. The result was that CIA
advisors to Diem and Nhu conltradicted each other, usually unwittingly, on this
fundamental issue until unitary command was established in late 1956.7

¢ Ronald H. Spector, Advice and Support: The Early Years, 1941-1960 (Washington, DC: Center
for Military History, United States Army, 1985), chapters 12-14. {j

7 Redick interview, 28 September 1989; Orren Magill, interview by author, tape recording,
McLean, VA, 11 October 1989 (hereafter cited as Magill interview, 11 October 1989), at CIA His-
tory Staff. Orren Magill said he served as Lansdale's liaison officer with the regular Station from
mid- to late 1954, then as an operations officer in the regular Station until 1959. Paul Harwood
was chicf of the covert action section of the Station i—::]from spring 1954 to

spring 1956. Rufus Phillips was an officer in Lansdale’s Station, concerned primarily with mili-

tary civic action, from 1954 to 1955.D
SE?I(ET//XI
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The confusion and disagreement were probably inevitable, for the United
States had taken on a gigantic and perhaps impossible task. It had recognized,
but not come to terms with, the dilemma inherent in the widespread belief that
the French presence in Indochina was both part of the problem and indispens-
able to a solution. There was no precedent for what Washington wanted done.
There was no nation-building or counterinsurgency doctrine and, therefore, no
bureaucratic machinery to implement such a doctrine. Any optimism to be
found in mid-1954 stemmed from the hope that the United States might be
able to inspire and mobilize the non-Comiunist Vietnamese in a way denied
to the French by their unrepentant colonial purposes. It was in this atmosphere
that the CIA began relationships with_successive heads of government in
South Vietnam that lasted for 21 years,
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CHAPTER 2

Patrons and Clients

et

Ngo Dinh Diem’s attractiveness to his first American patrons derived from
three qualities: he was a certified anti-Communist nationalist, he was a Roman
Catholic, and he understood English. Diem established his anticolonialist rep-
utation in 1933, the year he was appointed Interior Minister in the imperial
government that served the French as the instrument of indirect rule in Tonkin
and Annam. He resigned after only a few months, protesting French interfer-
ence with his proposed reforms. A flirtation with the Japanese toward the end
of World War II reflected his nationalist values more than it compromised
them, driven as it was by his hostility to the return of the French. After the war
he displayed his anti-Communism by rejecting an invitation from Ho Chi
Minh to join the Viet Minh government. In 1949, courted this time by the
French, Diem spurned an offer to make him their puppet prime minister. 1b

Diem’s religion did not necessarily recommend him to every American
influential in Indochina matters, but it helped win the favor of such prominent
figures as Francis Cardinal Spellman, and Senators Mike Mansfield and John
F. Kennedy. And even non-Catholics could see his religious affiliation as con-
firming his anti-Communism. Diem’s access to official Americans was also
the product of his competence in English, rare in Vietnamese of that period,
which he acquired while living with the Maryknoll missionaries in New Jer-
sey and New York between 1951 and 1953. Residence in the US also gave
him a platform for the vigorous lobbying that made him an early frontrunner

when the United States began looking for indigenous leaders for Vxetnam.2[:|

To his early supporters, Diem’s anticolonialism and anti-Communism,
buttressed by unquestioned personal integrity, qualified him for national lead-
ership. Others in Washington were more skeptical. A Statc Department officer

! George McT. Kahin, Intervention: How America Became Involved in Vietnam (Garden City, NY:
Anchor Books, 1987), 79-80; Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History (New York: Penguin Books,
1984), 213-217; William Henderson, “South Vietnam Finds Itself” F oreign Affairs, January
1957,
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who met him in late 1950 reported that Diem had no constructive solutions,
only “vaguc and defamatory” references to the French and an apparent belief
that “only [the] US can solve [the] problem, thru him to be sure.”? The work-
ing level at State remained wary throughout Diem’s stay in the US, but as
Cold War tensions grew, he found new supporters, among them Congressman
Walter Judd (R-ND), who was influential in East Asian affairs, and Senator
Hubert Humphrey (D-MN).4

The diversity of American reactions to Diem reflected different expecta- .
tions of him. His piety impressed the Catholics, and his patriotism and per-
sonal honesty impressed everyone who was not distracted by his flaws. These
included a narrow and rigid mind, a near-obsession with the evils of French
colonialism, and an inability to engage in genuine dialogue. For a real
exchange of information and ideas, Diem tended to substitute endless mono-
logues that exhausted his listeners without necessarily addressing their inter-
ests. A US military officer attending a meeting with him in 1953 left with the
impression that he had been listening to a “mystic ‘nut.””’s Thus, while some
of his American interlocutors saw him as the only hope for the anti-Commu-
nist cause in Vietnam, others saw him as incapacitated by both personal limi-
tations and lengthy absence from the political scene.

Before his brief tenure as Interior Minister in 1933, Diem had served as dis-

_ trict chief and province chief in Central Vietnam (Annam). With the exception

of this service, he had no prior administrative experience when he took over
the government in 1954, His political assets at that point consisted of his repu-
tation for nationalism and personal probity, a modest following in Central
Vietnam, and the loyalty of those—at the time, perhaps five percent of the
population—who shared his Catholic faith. He seems to have taken for
granted the unquestioning obedience and personal loyalty of anyone commit-

2 The dates of Diem’s residence in the US are given as January 1951 to May 1953 in an untitled
brief, Department of State, Division of Biographical Information, dated November 1954

[Diem’s lobbying for US support is described in Kahin,

Intervention, p. 79. Gene Gregory, an officer of the US Information Service who had worked with
Ngo family supporters in Vietnam took the initiative in introducing Diem to the

State Department in Washington.|

1 US Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, The US Government and the Viemam
War: Executive and Legislative Roles and Relationships, Part I, 1945-61 (Washington: Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1984), p. 90 | :

4 Kahin, Intervention, p. 80.

* George W. Allen, The Indochina Wars, 1950-75 (unpublished monograph), p. 97, in CIA His-
tory Staff files. The officer found Diem's English incomprehensible, and said he also “made little
sense in French.”
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ted to an independent, non-Communist Vietnam.® The scarcity of competent
people with this disposition helps explain Diem’s reliance from the beginning
on members of his family to run the government.”, |

The problem was vividly described 3 ! by Tran Chanh
Thanh, a former Viet Minh who became of Minister of Information in 1955.

There are just not enough educated Vietnamese. .. half of [them] are
in Hanoi, and half the remainder are in Paris, [the other] half of the
remainder are here, and half of that won’t work with us. So,
...whenever we find a man can do a job efficiently, the President
gives him two.*|

Diem was personally modest and uncomfortable with ceremony. Immune to
the ego demands of the charismatic personality, he made himself the servant
of his self-assigned mission. This monomania had its disadvantages, perhaps
the greatest of which was insensitivity to the interests and needs of other peo-
ple, both his followers and the fence-sitters whose loyalty had to be won, not
taken for granted. Tran Trung Dung, Diem'’s deputy defense minister, is a case
in point.

Assistant Defense Minister Tran Trung Dung (courtesy of Paul Harwood)

& Kahin, Intervention, p. 79
. . ' 8 ; " 1 cal
’ The Station's early recognition of this proclivity is recorded in FVSA 740, 13 August 1954,

¥ Pau) Harwood, interview, 10 June 1964, Far East Division History Project,
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Dung was a good man but...he had what is sometimes called gallop-
ing consumption and...[was] just not physically capable of
working. . .18 to 20 hours a day. He’d ask for leave, and Diem would
ask, why do you have to take leave, you are still on your feet. This
was the...distasteful part of working with Diem, he was absolutely
impossible to deal with.9D

The absence of personal empathy and communication at the human level
seems to have governed even Diem’s family relationships. Ngo Dinh Nhu,
Diem’s younger brother and closest advisor, t01d| in
1954 that Diem simply could not be influcnced. He “won’t listen, he sits there
with his ears closed.” The same officer said of Diem that he “lived with God,”
not as a second divinity, but in another world, like a “cloistered monk.” So far
as this Station officer could see, not even brother Nhu, as the prime minister’s
closest confidant, had a spontaneously human relationship with him. 19

Ngo Dinh Nhu: Alter Ego and Scapegoat[j

Their experience with Diem in the 1930s might have shown the French
what to expect from Ngo Dinh Diem, but in mid-1954 they seem to have
hoped that he would be hospitable to the preservation of their interests in the
South. But Diem quickly disabused them of any notion that he would be as
malleable as his predecessor, Prince Buu Loc. Diem’s prompt display .of
intransigence needed an explanation, and the French found it in the person of
Ngo Dinh Nhu. Eleven years younger than Diem, Nhu had been educated in

France as an archivist and paleographer. Unlike his brother, Nhu was in Viet-

nam in the years just preceding the French collapse and was active in the party
politics that Diem ignored. Around 1948, he founded the Parti Travailliste
(Workers Party), which despite its small size—it was hardly more than a semi-
clandestine discussion group—kept the colonial authorities aware of his anti-
French convictions. During the first year of Diem’s rule, the French developed
an unreasoning aversion to Nhu that they effectively communicated to the US
Embassy in Saigon. “D

Nhu reciprocated this French antipathy and actively abetted his brother’s
concentration during that first year on expelling the colonial presence. The
French were right about Nhu's importance to Diem, but almost certainly wrong
in seeing Nhu as the source of Diem’s intransigence. Nothing in Agency

? Harwood interviews, 21 June 1990 and 10 June 1964

9" Harwood interviews, 21 June 1990 and 10 June 1964,| CIA's
with Diem and Nhu and described below.

" Harwood interview, 17 October 1989; FVSA 633, 21 May 1954, and FVSA 1542, 5 September

1955
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Ngo Dink Nhu. |

accounts of the period suggests that anyone but Diem set the government's pri-
orities or that Nhu played any role but that of executive agent, Indeed,|
‘ |found Nhu diffident at first about making even routine

operational decisions; his impulse was always first to consult Diem., 12|

But Nhu's function was no less important for being that of loyal factotum.
If the policy arena belonged to Diem, its implementation became the province
of his younger brother. This division of responsibility, which the passage of
time only reinforced, was a product of three things. First was the administra-
tive vacuum that confronted the new government. The colonial administration
had consciously restricted Vietnamese access to positions of discretionary
power, and the French departure left the government staffed with Vietnamese
who, whatever their nominal rank, were little more than clerks in a system
designed to serve French interests, 13

Second was Diem’s indifference to the mechanics of government. Even the
CIA people in Saigon, generally more sympathetic than the Embassy staff,
saw him as a hopelessly incompetent administrator who always lost the forest
in the trees, Third, Diem proved unable (o attract such administrative talent as
was to be found in Saigon and to delegate real authority to the few good peo-
ple serving him. The Workers Party had no vertical structure, and Nhu had no
organizational or administrative experience. 1*

' Harwood inlerview, 14 February 1990.|
" FVSA 746, 13 August 1954, filed FVSA 1542, 5 Seplember 1955, filed

T Harwood inferview 5, 10 June 1964, and 26 October 1989/

sym‘f\:
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Nhu did, however, have an intense interest in the theory of political organi-
zation. He was also the only member of the family other than Ngo Dinh Thuc,
a third brother who was the Catholic bishop of a diocese in the Mekong Delta,
to have a circle of political contacts in Saigon. Nhu’s style, formed in the days
of his anti-French agitation, was essentially conspiratorial and anti-establish-
ment. He tended to see government institutions as a colonial legacy to be
manipulated or, failing that, obstructed or neutralized. Nhu’s contempt for the
urban elite, whose values he saw as “more foreign than Vietnamese,” had as a
corollary the need to build an entirely new national leadership, capable of
imbuing the population of the South with Diem’s brand of anti-Communist
nationalism. 13 i}

The story of the failure of Nhu's institution-building efforts is, at the opera-
tional level, the story of the failure of the Diem regime. The CIA programs
supporting these efforts did not prevent that failure, partly because the concep-
tual gulf between the Ngo brothers and their Agency contacts ‘proved to be
unbridgeable. But in 1954, all of that was still to come. During Diem’s first
year in office, with his survival very much in doubt, CIA was strikingly suc-
cessful in helping him consolidate his government and in maintaining the US
commitment to him as the instrument for preserving an independent, anti-
Communist South Vietnam.

Two'Instruments of Covert ActionD

By the time of Diem’s inauguration in early July 1954, the CIA had been
active in Vietnam for four years, primarily in efforts to strengthen French
unconventional warfare operations against the Viet Minh. When the French
agreed late in 1953 to negotiate the conflict in Indochina, the prospect sud-
denly loomed of their abandoning the struggle. In early 1954, as the Eisen-
hower administration began to anticipate stepping in for the French, the
Agency started trying to identify Vietnamese leaders with whom it might
“work dircetly to resist further Viet Minh expansion

This exploration took two directions. First was the reestablishment of a
coverl action section in the Saigon Station. Unilateral covert action had been
suspended in early 1953 under State Department pressure after the French
cxposcd a paramilitary opcration against the Viet Minh in Hanoi that the

- Agency had not cleared with them.!$ French sensitivities were now less

¥ Harwood interview, 10 Junc 1964, l:IWilliam Colby with James McCargar, Lost

Victory: A Firsthand Account of America’s Sixteen-Year Involvement in Vietnam (Chicago and

New York: Contemporary Bouks, 1989), p. BG,D

16 Unsigned memorandum, | |
marginal note by

states that it could not have been written before late 1962.[:}
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important, and CIA in Saigon was to resume the direct assessment of national-
ist politicians there, To revitalize the program, Headquarters chose Paul Har-
wood, then a newly promoted GS-12, who had a degree in Asian studies and
had just completed a tour of duty inz He arrived in Saigon in April
1954 and began working out of the Embassy on behalf of the Chief of Station
(COS), Emmett McCarthy. /[ |

The second approach was launched at a January 1954 meeting of the
National Security Council when someohe suggested that Colonel Edward
Lansdale, USAF, renowned for his work as “kingmaker” in the Philippines, be
commissioned to find a Vietnamese equivalent of Ramon Magsaysay. The
NSC approved the assignment at about the time that Harwood arrived in
Saigon, and Colonel Lansdale followed him in June, assigned to the Embassy
as Assistant Air Attaché. “‘D

Although he had worked briefly for thc OSS in San Francisco during World
War II, Lansdale was never a CIA employee. For the Manila assignment, he
had been detailed to the Agency from the Air Force; this arrangement was now
extended for his service in Vietnam. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and
his brother Allen, the Director of Central Intelligence, directly participated in
creating the assignment. Their participation resulted in Lansdale’s being sent
out as chief of a second Station, reporting neither to McCarthy in Saigon nor to
the chief of the Far East Division, but directly to Allen Dulles.!® I:'

McCarthy’s unit, to be called here the reguiar Station,[

‘ |Although Lansdale began his tour of duty as

Assistant Air Attaché at the Embassy, his staff, all in uniform, worked out of

7 Harwood interview, 17 October 1989.[:‘ )
18 Tivan I. Parker, Jr., Chief, FE/4, Directorate of Plans, Memorandum for the Record, “Indochina

Positioning of CIA PW Officer,” 15 March 1954]

19 Lansdale official personnel file. There was ample precedent for this kind of organizational
anomaly. Before Augast 1952, when the Office of Special Operations (foreign intelligence) and

the Office of Policy Coordination (covert action) merged into the Plans Directorate, each compo-
nent_maintained independent representations overseas.

McCarthy's official title, as the first Chief of Station, was Senior Representative for Indochina
(Clandestine Services Historical Paper 75, The Saigon Liaison Mission, 19521954, August 1967,
p. 42, hereafter CSHP). The CIA designation for Lansdale’s station was the Saigon Military Mis-
sion (SMM). There are also occasional references in Directorate of Operations correspondence to
the Saigon Military Slalion.D
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the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG). Eventually, Lansdale’s unit
acquired overt status as the core of the MAAG's National Security Division,
responsible for civic action and rural paciﬁcation.”(:l

In the spring of 1954, as the Viet Minh wore down the French defenses at
Dien Bien Phu, the regular Station| was still oriented
primarily toward intelligence cooperation with the French. It also ran a mod-
est intelligence collection effort conducted unilaterally-—that is, not acknowl-
edged to the French—plus the covert action section, still immobilized by the
moratorium of April 1953. The regular Station grew slightly as help arriving
for Harwood brought its strength up[  ]the same level eventually
reached by Lansdale’s team. The two elements led by Lansdale and Harwood
were supposed to work directly with the Vietnamese, inventing and imple-
menling ways to consolidate the authority of the new government. Mean-
while, the Station’s liaison element, supervised by McCarthy, gradually
reoriented its efforts away from the French and toward cooperation with
newly formed or newly independent Vietnamese intelligence and security
agencies.?!

Headquarters left both Stations, McCarthy’s and Lansdale’s, largely to their
own devices in the development of new programs. Beyond occasional resis-
tance to what he saw as intrusions on his turf, McCarthy made no effort to
influence Lansdale’s program. Nor did he seek to cnsure coordination between
Lansdale and Harwood, even in the sensitive area of their respective relation-
ships with the Palace. Lansdale, although dependent on McCarthy’s commu-
nications facilities, seldom coordinated any correspondence with him, and
Harwood seems not to have seen this de facto compartmentation as creating
any risk or inconvenience.? :

McCarthy, by contrast, seemed uncomfortable not only with the Lansdale
relationship but with the management of Harwood’s covert action element.
Harwood remembered being asked by Nhu in May 1954 about the terms
under which the US would support Diem’s bid to become prime minister. Two
weeks after his request for guidance, having received no response from either
McCarthy or Headquarters, Harwood proceeded to formulate his own terms.
Thesc drew on Harwood’s understanding of the kind of agreement that the US
Mission in Saigon hoped to establish with any new government. They

M CSHP 113, The Saigon Military Mission, June 1954 to December 1956, 2 vols., October 1970,

Vol. 1, pp. 40-43. ]
u CSHP 75, pp. 83-85.D
# Redick interview, 28 September 1989.D
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|
|

included direct US participation in training the ar'my and uncompromising
resistance by the government to any Viet Minh encroachmem on southern

territory. [ | - ’

Once Nhu accepted the terms, Harwood was com:mtted to support the
effort to install Diem as prime minister. Perhaps emlbarrassed by its own non-
feasance, Headquarters accepted without comment Harwood’s unauthorized
commitment and proceeded directly into a discussion of operational programs.
According to Harwood, this kind of supervisory lacu;na typified the Headquar-

ters style of the period, and he thought the pressure it created helped produce
i:ondition that led to McCarthy’s recall in February 1955.’4D
I

Surrogate Links to Washington| | |
The US Ambassador quickly absorbed the Fré’,nch distaste for Diem’s
brother and advisor, Ngo Dinh Nhu, and this may account for the fact that by
July 1954, Paul Harwood had become the only American official in regular
contact with him. At this point, Diem was begmmng to respond to Lansdale’s
calculated effort, endorsed by the Ambassador, to become the Prime Minis-
ter’s unofficial advisor. Throughout this early perlod the Vietnamese were
accessible to a wide range of other Americans, both official and unofficial, but
the Agency relationships with Diem and Nhu provided both the largest ele-
ment of continuing influence on the new government and the greatest flow of

information on its perceptions and intentions.? 1

Diem and Nhu saw Lansdale and Harwood as alteymative channels to Wash-
ington when Embassy contacts seemed unresponsive, and eagerly exploited
CIA’s readiness to help establish the new governmém s authority.?8 Lansdale
never acknowledged (o Diem his Agency afﬁhatlon but this connection had
been widely suspected in the Philippines, and Diem had doubtless heard
rumors about it. In any case, Lansdale made no secrct with Diem of his direct
communication with policy-level Washington. This *hnk completed the chain
of relationships that made the Agency’s role in Vle[tnam so crucial. The key
element in this was Lansdale’s standing with the Du’llcs brothers, which gave
him more influence over policymakers in Washington than he exercised over
the Vietnamese Government in Saigon.”\:' |

|
|

B FEVSA 673, 2 June 1954,

2 Harwood interview, 26 October 1989,

2 Ihid.g

26 FVSA=T542, 5 Scptember 1955,@ gives the Station’s perception of the utility to

Nhu of his CSHP 113, 11, written by Lansdale, contains numerous references to

Diem’s requests Tor meetings with Lansdale.D
2 Caswell interview, 27 February 1990:'
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At this time, CIA activism and commitment contragwd sharply with
ambassadorial detachment. The first two US ambassadors attached great
importance to the protection of French interests in V1etnam and were openly
skeptical of Diem’s qualifications and prospects. The MAAG and ‘the US
Information Service (USIS) were both inclined to favor Dlem even at the
price of difficulties with the French. The MAAG was an important CIA ally in
dealings with the Vietnamese military, both the national army and the sect
forces.2® But the MAAG and USIS saw their charters in narrower terms than
the CIA stations viewed their own; Lansdale and Harwood would discuss and
try to help solve almost any problem that Diem or Nhu migt;lt raise. The result
was that, during most of the first year, real communication with the Vietnam-
ese on political issues took place in CIA channels. |:| !

Because of the informality of this communication and Ithe mutual confi-
dence that seems to have characterized especially the relationship with Nhu,
the record of the period does more than illuminate the Agency’s operative role
in the regime’s survival. It also offers a uniquely intimate insight into the
leadership of the Saigon government before disagreement and misunderstand-
ing introduced an adversarial element into its dealings even f;vith the CIA

There i$ no doubt that the US Ambassador and his seniori staff could, if the
Ambassador chose, have taken on the advisory role so quickly assumed by
Paul Harwood and Edward Lansdale. But the first two! Ambassadors to
Diem’s government, Donald Heath and General J. Lawton pollins, chose for

different reasons not to do so. |
i

Heath, a carcer Foreign Service officer, became Chief of M1ss1on in Saigon
in 1950. He was Europe-oriented and sympathized with the French desire to
retain a presence in Indochina. On the personal level, he seems to have been
influenced by the French antipathy toward Diem and Nhu, shanng the particu-
lar distaste for Nhu. During the first months of the new regime, Heath
supported French pressure on Diem to protect local French interests, so there
was little warmth in his relationship with the new govemmclllt ke

Heath left Saigon four months after Diem took office, and was replaced by
retired General J. Lawton Collins. The new ambassador, a dlstmgmshed World
War 11 combat leader who served as the US Army’s Chief of Staff during the
Korean war, quickly took Diem’s measure and just as qulckly found him want-
ing. In Decembet, a month after his arrival, he told Washmgtox? that “Diem does

|

i
V
®CSHP 113, 11 (pages 4-6, 9, 15) details the early help Lansdale obtamed from the chiefs of
USIS and the MAAG] | |

29 Harwood interview, 10 June l964.|:]j
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not have the capacity to unify the divided factions in Vietnam.”3* More hopeful
in January, he changed his mind again in March and i 1{1 April 1955 formally rec-
ommended to John Foster Dulles that Diem be replaced. !

Collins’s perceptions were shrewd, but his argument sometimes was naive.
He unsparingly described Diem’s rigidity and suspic}:ion’, his unwillingness to
share power outside the family, and his “apparent incapacity for creative
thinking and planning.” But the analysis of alternatives was marred by his eth-
nocentrism: “We are not dealing here with fully rational, educated, unbiased
Westerners.”* Diem, for his part, had no more gift fo[r crosscultural comimuni-
cation than Collins, and he also entirely lacked a capacity for personal empa-
thy. The prospects for mutual comprehension were therefore nil.

During one encounter in earty 1955, Diem turned down Collins's nominee
for command of the Vietnamesc Army. Collins wanted competence, and Diem
wanted loyalty. At his next meeting with the Station, |a frustrated Nhu declared
that his relationship with Harwood now constituted ithe official government-
to-government communications channel. The Palace did not enforce this
impulsive edict, but the incident reflected both the ab’sence of rapport between
government and Embassy, and Diem’s confidence i in his Agency contacts to
get his point of view to Washington, D |

|
|
|
l

|
r
|

30 Collins to Defense Department, 16 December 1954, 751G.00/12:-1654, Records of Department
of State, quoted in Ronald H. Spector, Advice and Support: The Early Years, 1941-
1960 (Washington, DC: Center of Military History, 1985), p. 247

M J. Lawton Collins, Telegram to Department of State, 7 April 1955 Foreign Relations of the
United States, 1955-57, Vol. I, Vietnam (Washington: Govemment Printing Office, 1985), pp.
218~ 220 (hereafler cited as rRUS)D ;

» Ihid., p. 232 ]

B Harwood interview, 18 October 1989.|:|
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CHAPTER 3
Filling the Void

| e — |

The Ngo family's relationship with CIA had its beginning long before
Diem’s accession to office. Ngo Dinh Nhu met Edward
Kom, in 1951,

‘ Nhu was the Agency’s main political action contact in Saigon until
the January 1953 flap in Hanoi that produced the operational standdown.

Nhu as Catholic social activist

From late 1953 until Harwood's arrival, a contract employee named Vir
ginia Spence maintained the relationship on a social basis ,,__

with Nhu's wife. Spence had been hired for her proficiency in

French and was sent to Saigon, apparently without operations training, to

serve in what seems to have been a clerical capacity. But she was socially

adept and developed a genuine friendship with the Nhus. She also recognized

Sl-‘.(fl‘l'l‘h’)& |
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the importance to Nhu of her CIA affiliation, and how matt!:rial support helped
save the relationship after a gaffe she still vividly recalled 10 years later. ‘

)
1

Nh\f s Agency contacts
soon saw that he looked at the relationship in terms of thelr ability and will-
ingness to help him advance his own agenda. But he was open about his asso-
ciates, and Spence later remembered how quickly he responlded to her requests
to meet such people as his brother, Bishop Thuc, and labor leader Tran Quoc
Buu. Noting the secretiveness and deception that marked |his later behavior,
Spence recalled that, at the time, “he needed us far more than we needed him.”
She was equally perceptive about the anti-Viet Minh nationalist politicians,
observing shortly before Diem’s appointment that: l

These men who have schemed and fought and gone {;vithout to get
political power don’t have any idea what to do with it now that it’s
within their grasp. All the shouts of “Throw out the French,”
“Throw out Bao Dai,” “Up democracy,” “Down communism” don’t
do a thing for the day-to-day running of a government. They are like
the bride who couldn’t see beyond the end of the church aisle. Now
someone is going to...ask them to collect taxes and do something
for the working man and I think they’re scarcd. They |need support,
all right, but they don’t realizc how much.3 D ’

Harwood quickly came to much the same conclusion. For the first several
weeks after his arrival, he left the Nhu contact in Spenc;e s capable hands
while he sounded out other non-Communist nationalists, looking at first for
people.to launch resistance operations in the North, Nguyen Ton Hoan, leader
of a nationalist splinter group known as the Southern Dai' Viet Party, had a
“nasty habit of leaving his hardware all over the place—.45 caliber automatics
dropping out of his pockets.” But Harwood gave him a chaiice to demonstrate -
the existence of an anti-Viet Minh apparatus in Hanoi. Hoan" failed to produce,

'
|
i

* Virginia Spence interview by Thomas L. Ahern, 31 July 1964.|j in CIA History Staff
files (hereafter cited as Spence interview). i
* Spence interview; FVSA 673, 4 June 1954,
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and so did the other local politicians Harwood tested. Nhu quickly emerged as
the most promising of an unimpressive lot, having at least some access to a
potential mass base through organized labor and the Cao Dai sect.*

The Station had no illusions about either Nhu’s per!sonal qualifications or
his influence on the local political scene. Spence described Nhu and his Work-
ers’ Party cadres as “seven busy little politicians.” She saw him as a “born
schemer” whose potential looked greater for covert actxon than for intelligence
collection: !

|
Anything a friend tells him he swallows whole. He does have a cer-
tain political stature and a great flair for making nothing look like
something. . | ‘

]

But Nhu was intelligent, energetic, and passionatefy nationalistic. At the
time, he displayed what Harwood saw as liberal impulses that offered the
prospect of a compatible joint approach to questions of political organization.
In any casc, there was nobody else. 6[:] i

Accordingly, Harwood set out in May to help Nhu i)uild a covert political
action organization. Again, the shortage of qualified people inhibited
progress. An example was Tran Van Do, an uncle of Nhu's wife. Nhu thought
him deficient in energy and courage and could think of o more active role for
him than that of safehouse keeper, exploiting the immunity conferred by his
social position from unannounced visits by French security. But the scarcity of
loyal talent was such that a few months later he became: Diem’s foreign minis-
ter.?

Another problem was the absence of any solid political organization.
Spence said that what Nhu had was “six good men and true, and a potential
mass of well-wishers, and pothing in between.”$ Wﬂile Harwood explored
operational possibilities with Nhu, trying to remedy or work around this orga-
nizational vacuum, the State Department-began discussing with the French a
new government for non-Communist Vietnam. At Headquarters’ request, Har-
wood told Nhu at a meeling in May that there were “plans which might
involve Diem.” He said the Agency understood the brothers to be in contact
and asked if Diem would accept a position other than that of prime minister.
Nhu’s answer was a categorical “no.”? l:l '

|

+ Harwood iuterview, 10 June 1964, '
sl_

“FYSA 629, 21 May 1954] I

? Harwood interview, 10 June 1964] In April 1955, Ambassadm Collins even sug-
gested that Do would make a better ptime minister than Diem (FRUS, 1955-57, I, Vietnam, p.
20|

SEVSA 688, 23 June 1954 |

|
|
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CIA and Emperor Dai[j

What generated this query from Headquarters about Diem is not known, but
some historians believe that Bao Dai appointed Diem at the instigation of
CIA. Agency records do not entirely resolve the question But suggest, at most,
a peripheral CIA role. John Anderton, McCarthy’s successor as Chief of Sta-
tion, thought that the French had promoted Diem’s candldacy “with US con-
currence and support” and that the French only turned hostile to Diem when
they discovered that he would be less malleable than his predecessor. Two of
Anderton’s subordinates thought it was the other way around, that the French
had only grudgingly acceded to American insistence, Blllt neither specified
any Agency role in this arm-twisting of the French. When Virginia Spence
told Headquarters in April 1954 that Nhu thought French Prime Minister
Laniel favored Diem, the tone of the report did not suggesf any understanding
on her part that the Agency was trying to influence the outcome lo

One Agency history says that CIA-supported assets may have encouraged
Bao Dai to make the appointment; if true, this was obvxous]y unknown to the
Saigon Station."" The only records mentioning an Agency relationship with

Bao Dai are a November 1954 proposal | | appar-
ently to persuade him to keep Diem in office, and a memorandum to the Dep-
uty Director for Plans that refers to a ' |one of

whose tasks is “influencing Bao Dai to support Diem.”llL]—]

In fact, John Foster Dulles and the French seem to have concluded more or
less s1mu1tancously, that there was no alternative to Diem. On 24 May, the US
Embassy in Paris moved to “reestablish contact” with Diem to discuss his
negotiations with Bao Dai. ’3D

i
’
}
'
i

® FVSA 633, 21 May 1954,
! Interviews with John Anderton, 20 November 1963, Phillip Potter‘ 23 October 1963,

and 18 April 1964 | FVSA 629, 21 May[l954

""Roberta S. Knapp, The Central Intelligence Agency~~The First Thtrty Years, 1947 - 1977
(Washington, DC: Central Intelligence Agency History Staff, 1990), p. 116 I:]

2 Frank G. Wisner, Memorandum for L. Randolph Higgs, Deputy Operauons Coordinator,
Department of State, “Proposal lo{ . ao Dai,” 17 November 1954,

[George Aurell, Chief, FE Di‘visiun, untitled memo-

randum for the Deputy Director for Plans, 26 Januvary 1955, ibid.

1 Douglas Dillon, Telegram to Department of State, 24 May 1954, Foreign Relations of the
United States, 195254, indochina (Washington, DC: Government Pnntmg’ Office, 1982), 13:2, p.
1608. Also, sce S. M. Bao Dai, Le Dragon d’Annam (Plon, 1980), p. 328' cited in Kahin, /nter-
vention, p. 78; Chester Cooper, The Lost Crusade (New York: Dodd, Mead and Co., 1970), p.
128; and John Foster Dulles, Telegram to Department of State, 8 May 1955 US Department of
State, FRUS, 1955-57, I, Vietnam, p. 374]j
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As Diem’s appointment came to look more probable, the CIA role grew
more active. Harwood, as noted earlier, asked his suf)erlors for the terms on
which he could commit covert assistance through Nhu At the end of May,
getting no response, Harwood made up his own terms and delegated Spence to
take them to Nhu. These conditions, to which Nhu agreed called for prosecut-
ing the war against the Viet Minh and opposition to “coalition and partition,”
The US would train the Army even over French objections, and the Vietnam-
cse would take particular care in selecting commanders for the internal secu-
rity organs and the military. The terms also 1ncluded a requirement for CIA
access to Bao Dai in order to prevent him from dlsmlssmg a Diem government

“on a whim,” and for the continued secrecy of the liaison with CIA. '4|:|

Harwood’s unilateral action in this episode not onl)’f dispensed with Head-
quarters guidance, as already noted, but took CIA quite outside its charter into
the area of policy. Whether Headquarters eventually s()ught State Department
endorsement of his program is not recorded; any depaﬂure from what became

US policy after Diem'’s nomination was apparently minor enough to attract no |
!

attention.[ ]

In May, CIA wanted to know not only Diem’s intentions but what ambi-
tions Nhu might be harboring for himself. Nhu insisted that he would accept
no position in his brother’s Cabinet, and Spence belie{'ed he had “worked so
long covertly he couldn’t bear to do otherwise.”!s But he anticipated working
closely with Diem and declared his willingness to serve as intermediary. Hop-
ing to use the connection for covert action as well as collectlon purposes, the
Station pressed Nhu to describe his influence aver Dnem Nhu replied, proba-
bly with tongue in cheek that he could “direct” his brother.!s D

|
CIA Advisors to Diem and Nhul:l i

Even before Diem emerged as a candidate to head the government, Nhu's
talents and willingness to work with the Agency hadt helped make him the
focus of CIA covert action planning. Unburdened either by his brother’s with-
drawn personality or by the endemic Vietnamese xerhophobia, Nhu readily
agreed to work with Paul Harwood. Like Virginia Spence, Harwood found
Nhu open and honest about his compatriots, including his brother Diem; since
Nhu was reporting here on matters in which he was directly involved,
Spence’s reservations about his reliability did not apply. He was receptive to

M BVSA 673, 2 June 1954,
13 13VSA 673, 4 June 1954,
I8 FVSA 688, 23 June 1954
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advice j_ I3 _ and authorized direct CIA contact with
key collaborators including Tran Chanh Thanh, later the information minister;
and labor leader Tran Quoc Buu. 7

On the personal level, Harwood found Nhu sociable and witty. He could
display a puckish sense of humor, as on one occasion when he kissed Mirs.
Harwood’s hand in a gesture both genuinely affectionate and mocking of colo-
nial etiquette. He was indifferent to any perquisites, and for more than a year
after Diem’s accession Nhu continued to live in a small house near the Central
Market. The cordiality of his early relationship with CIA survived chronic
mutual disappointments on policy matters, and the Harwoods became confir-
mation sponsors to the Nhus' eldest daughter. “:

Confirmation ceremony for the Nhus® daughter Le Thuy. From left: Ngo Dinh Nhu,
Mrs. Harwood, Lee Thuy, Bishop Ngo Dinh Thuc with Nhus' son Quynh, son Trac,

Paul Harwood, Madame Nhu (photo courtesy of Paul Harwood),

Family jokes that the Nhus shared with the Harwoods reflect the spontane-
ity of the relationship. Some were at the expense of Diem’s archaic personal
and political style, others at the expense of Nhu’s wife. As a relatively recent
convert, Madame Nhu was less intimidated by the clergy than most Vietnam-
ese Catholics, and Nhu would teasingly call her a “pagan.” She was also free

'" Harwood interview, 10 June 19(34'_.\;__1- .
" FVSA 1542, 5 September 1955,
and 26 October 1989 -

THarwnod interviews, 10 June 19641
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of undue reverence for Diem and seemed (o enjoy an anecdote she shared with
Mrs. Harwood that involved her four-year-old son, nicknamed Quang-Quang.
The child once wandered into a Cabinet meeting looking for his uncle. Some-
one pointed to a bathroom door at the end of the conference room, and Quang-
Quang opened it, revealing the seated Prime Minister. Mimicking official pro-
tocol, Quang-Quang executed a hand salute and began singing the national
anthem. %

"Quang-Quang” saluting
{photo courtesy of Paul Harwood).| |

The anecdote illustrates the intimacy of the Harwoods’relationship with the
Nhu family. This contact might well have sufficed as the sole basis for the
Agency's role as unofficial advisor to the Palace, but the presence of Edward
Lansdale resulted in direct CIA access to both the principal figures in the new
government.|

Edward Lansdale had come to Saigon in June and was waiting for Diem
when he returned from France. Lansdale later described in his memoirs hav-
ing walked in on him unannounced the day after Diem took office on 7 July
1954. Lansdale had enlisted George Hellyer, the Mission’s public information
officer, to make the introduction, and Hellyer also interpreted as Lansdale
spoke no French. Although Diem had studied English while living in the US,

" Paul Harwood, interview by Thomas L. Ahern, McLean, VA, 16 May 1990; Harwood inter-
view, 21 June 1990,
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- he apparently never volunteered to use it with Lansdale; for two and half years

. . . L. \
of continuous association they communicated through an interpreter. Lucien

Conein, one of Lansdale’s men, said later that, “I think L:ansdale surprised the
hell out of him. ...I don’t believe Diem thought he was going to last very long..
What could he lose by talking to this man’l”ZOD

Lansdale’s success in the Philippines encouraged him to believe that he had
discovered the key to defeating Communist-led insurgencies. Exuding confi-
dence when Harwood and others saw imminent defeat, Lansdale quickly came
up with a formula for Vietnam. On 11 July, he announced to DCI Dulles that
his goal was nothing less than to build a “political base” in Indochina which, if
successful, would “give CIA control [of the] government and change [the]
whole atmosphere.” Diem was an “unworldly dreamer but seeking help,” and
Lansdale had just written a three-year plan which, he told Dulles, Ambassador
Heath was going to help him sell to the Prime Minister. If all went well, CIA
would have advisors in all key areas, and Lucien Conein| would conduct liai-
son with the Armed Forces if General Nguyen Van Vy, a f]riend since Conein’s
OSS service in Vietnam, became chief of staff,2! ;

Heath and Lansdale visited Diem on the 12th, and the Ambassador encour-
aged Diem to accept Lansdale as a personal advisor.i Having made this
endorscment, Heath spent most of the meeting describing for Diem the US
view of the implications of partition between North and South. It was not until
that evening that Lansdale got the opportunity to explain’his program, which
included “emergency adoption” of the Philippine Cons'itution, electing an
“interim advisory congress,” attracting the sect armies into the national forces,
and launching a variety of organizational reforms.”D f

Never greatly concerned about protocol or bureaucratic discipline, Lansdale
had presented his agenda to Diem before vetting it in Washington. But he cor-
rectly anticipated Agency agreement as Headquarters immediately set to work
to win State Department concurrence. State objected only to the proposal to
use Filipino advisors, and only because the Philippines had not yet recognized

H
)

® Bdward G. Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), pp. 157~159;
Interview with Lucien Conein on 24 June 1985, quoted in Cecil B, Curtey, Edward Lansdale:
Unguict American (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1988), p. 152. Conein’s pérception may well have
been accurate, although it ignores Dicm's perennial habit of cultivating unofficial American con-
nections. Three others, during this peciod, were Joseph Buttinger of the International Rescue
Committee, land reform expert Wolf Ladejinski, and Wesley Fishel, head of the Michigan State
University public administration team in Saigon |

2 SAIG 3321, 11 July 1954, ) ‘
2 SAIG 3336, 12 July 1954,
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South Vietnam. By early August, State bad reversed itself even on this,
approving 20 Filipino “trainers in support of paramilitary and psychological
warfare operations in Indochina.”2 ﬂ

p e

Diem was, at least initially, greatly taken by Lms&ale’s freewheeling ideas,

and added proposals of his own. He asked for plans to reorganize the Army
and the Ministry of Defense, and, foreshadowing of his permanent preoccupa-
tion with foreign military support, suggested a Vietnam Foreign Legion. Diem
noted that the Chinese Communists had never accused Germany of interven-
tion in Indochina merely because of Germans servihg in the French Foreign
Legion, and he thought that anti-Communist governments in Asia should be
similarly immune.l“ﬁ . |

1
\

Hope for a Challenge to Ho Chi Minh| | l

‘Heath’s concern with the effects of partition was fully shared by the two
CIA Stations. Indeed, in mid-summer 1954, CIA in Vlemam was by no means
reconciled to the permanence of Communist rule in Hanoi. On 12 July, Lans-
dale’s representative in Hanoi joined McCarthy’s man there in a passionate
appeal to Saigon and Washington to support a nationalist resistance movement
in the North. Acknowledging the political naiveté of its Vietnamese contacts,
CIA in Hapoi argued that this could be overcome by pragmatic US counsel.
These nationalists, they insisted, were at least preferable to past Vietnamese
governments, which had enjoyed “warm US support” despite “corruption and
complete lack {of] public support.” The case rested on CIA Hanoi’s percep-
tion that Vietnamese nationalism had always been strongest in the North and
that active engagement in the anti-Communist cause was not to be expected
from the nationalists in the Center and South “after the US has walked out on
their Northern brothers.” As the CIA people in Hanoi saw it, the loss of
Tonkin would lead to the loss of all Southeast Asia. 25|:|

Lansdale followed the Hanoi message with a cable asserting that the Viet-
namese Army would shortly ask for material help! He said he would then
“require {a] decision soonest on CIA policy re [a] guerrilla movement in
North Vietnam.” Adding that he feared destructive rivalry among guerrilla
bands, he proposed to urge on Diem a unified r{esistance command. On
26 July, Lansdale predicted that many thousands would refuse to leave the
North; they asked only for rice and ammunition, \évhich he wanted CIA to

2 George Aurell, Chicf, FE Division, Memorandum for Robert C. Strong, Operations Coordina-

‘tor, Office of (he Undersecretary of State, “Proposed Advisor to Ngo Dinh Diem,” 13 July 1954, °

and memorandums for George Aurell, Chief, FE Division, 21 Jul)l( and 3 August 1954,
|

W SAIG 3352, 15 July 1954, |

il I |
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provide forthwith, along with exfiltration of leaders for training. But Harwood
had reported four days earlier that the Ngo brothers had.abafldoned any notion
of a “suicidal defense [of] Hanoi.” They now intended to leave behind only
small stay-behind units with specific missions against th§ Viet Minh, who

were scheduled to take over Hanoi on 10 October. 2 D |

But if Diem was resigned to a Communist assumption of power in Hanoi,
Lansdale was not. Complaining to Dulles about Diem’s indifference to unified
command for stay-behind units in the North, he scornfully dismissed any need
to accede to loss of the North. Saying that he suspected the French of trying to
manipulate the South into accommodation with the North, he demanded,
“Will the US Government stop playing [the] French parlor game in IC
[Indochina]?” If so, he asserted, he could quickly form an efl”'fective resistance
movement. Apparently believing that a change of government in France
would somehow obviate the need for such a resistance program, he suggested
as an alternative a “military coup in Paris to make [a] lady out of [a] slut.” Tt
would require; he thought, no more than a “handful {of] strongminded US
officials to change [the] entire complexion [of the] world pic;ture.””D

Meanwhile, more mundane problems in Saigon were absorbing US officials
there. The Geneva Accords had established two deadlinés, which during
Diem’s first weeks in office were already focusing attention on the need to
increase popular support for his government. The first ﬁleadlinc allowed
300 days to relocate people who found themselves, after the Geneva Accords, |
on politically inhospitable ground. The second called for national elections to
produce a unified Vietnamese government in July 1956. For Diem, the reloca-
tion deadline created two requirements. One was to reset;tle the refugees,
mostly Catholics, coming down from the North, The other was to establish
governmental authority in the countryside, especially in those portions of the
South being vacated by the Viet Minh. The prospect of elections also required
the construction of an organized base of popular support and the creation of a
claim for Diem’s authority above as well as below the 17t palrallel.

‘The regular Station’s contribution to this effort focused at first on the com-
petition for legitimacy between Diem and Ho Chi Minh. As ?f late July 1954,
Harwood was urging Nhu to follow up on the “National Revolution” themes
of two Diem proclamations issued earlicr that month. The Station wanted to
put the onus on the Viet Minh, as stooges of the Communist: Chinese, for the
partition of Vietnam. This was fine with Diem, who had explicitly repudiated

[

t
- [

6 SAIG 3336; SAIG 3403, 22 July 1954, and SAIG 3419, 26 July 1954, ibid.E]
27 SAIG 3352. No reaction from Dulles to the suggestion for a coup in Paris l}las been found.l:l
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the partition. The irredentist theme also afforded a momentary reprieve from
the need to deal with the narrow base of Diem’s political support in the
South.“D

From the beginning of its association with Diem, the regular Station recog-

-nized his limitations as a competitor to Ho Chi Minh. In August, Harwood

noted that Diem’s reliance on a few loyalists who régarded him as the salva-
tion of the country was leading to government by !coterie, which exempted
Diem from political compromise. Harwood reporte<;i that the sects, Dai Viet
politicians, some Catholic groups, and even the Binh Xuyen gang, “would like
to offer their loyalty to the government for something in return, but Diem has
shown little desire to...bargain.” This attitude was not, as Harwood dryly
noted, “a political asset which will attract mass suppbrt.””D

But as the Station saw it, it was not an unqualiﬁed?liability cither, at least in
the short term. Reliance on family precluded Diem’s being unseated by
“ambitious underlings or a party trading on his name:." In any case, he had no
serious non-Communist challenger. The national, elections mandated at
Geneva were still almost two ycars away. Reports of resistance to the new
regime in the North encouraged Harwood to think,I for a short time, that it
might be possible to make Diem a competitive candidate for nationwide lead-
ership. He noted that Diem had support from the Catholic trade unions and the
Trinh Minh. The faction of the Cao Dai, and in the cbastal villages of Central
Vietnam. If Diem could dispose of the French and Bao Dai and consolidate
the military’s support by adding 100,000 men to the Army, elections might
become something “to be sought rather than a nightmare to be avoxded.””ﬁ

But Diem’s indifference to popularity and his hostility to compromise con-
stantly hindered the development of a broad politica]l constituency. Harwood
found him “fixated” with the French, “obsessed” with their obstructionism,
but totally unconcerned about establishing a base of \}oter support. His partici-
pation in later efforts to improve his public image was therefore more acquies-
cent than active. Even Nhu’s relatively progressxve views had the
authoritarian, elitist cast of the early 20" century Vietnamese anticolonialists.
Nevertheless, Nhu's request for Agency help in organizing a political party
along democratic lines was no mere “window dressing.” He seemed to Har-
wood genuinely to be groping for some way to bring the government into con-
tact with the people.®| | }

|

= RVSA 741, 30 July 1954, FVSA 746, 13 Augu|st 1954,|:::|

# ['VSA 746, 13 August 1954,

¥ FVSA 746; Paul Harwood, interview by Thomas Ahern, Mchan VA, 11 September 1990,
M Harwood interviews, {4 February and 11 Septeinber 1990; and 10 June 1964
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Covert Support in a Political and Administrative Vacuugn

Nhu’s agreement to the conditions for CIA support speciﬁed by Harwood in
May had left open the content and the nature of the Agency'’s participation.
Nhu wrote to Harwood, apparently during these chaotic early weeks of
Diem’s administration, asking for support without Ag mf_yjcgntmls.ﬂhe_
Station acceded :

[-and planning began for a variety of projects aimed at
consolidating the government’s control and building for ita base of popular
support. These included the Can Lao (Labor) Party, to be developed out of
Nhu’s semicovert Parti Travailliste cadre, and like its predecessor, intended to
be a cadre party, not a mass organization. It would act for the new government
where the bureaucratic legacy of the colonial regime was found inadequate,
and would control the mass front organization, the National Revolutionary
Movement, aimed at building a popular constituency for the Diem govern-
ment.|

| |
|| L] :

The painfully slow progress of these efforts resulted, in the Station’s view,
from several causes. One of these was Nhu's propensity to take an idea for
reality, or at least for something realizable. He was “always talking about
things that didn’t exist as if they did.” Second, there was the perennial short-
age of competent people. Throughout the Harwood—Nhu association, what
seemed like sound ideas lay dormant for lack of effective leaders and func-

tionaries to carry them out.®[ ] :

Another problem was the administrative vacuum in the c!ountryside. Har-
wood heard it poignantly described by the capable but consumptive Tran
Trung Dung, at the time Acting Defense Minister and also [former mayor of
Hanoi and husband of Nhu's niece. Harwood had traveled with members of
the Nhu family by military convoy to Vinh Long, in the Mekong Delta. During
the course of the visit, in a conversation with Dung, he inquired about the
cxtent of the government’s control. Harwood later paraphrased Dung’s
response: “As long as we’re here it’s this far, but when we go back to Saigon it

2 SAIG 3670, 23 August 1954, and FVSA 1542, 5 Sgp_tgm_b_er.lm

!
|
I
|
|

| .
* Harwood fnterview, 11 September 1990.:]
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goes back with us.” Harwood asked if there were ‘{provincial officials, district
administrators, pcople who take care of the roads, or anything else?” He
recalled Dung’s reply: |

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|

No, the French didn’t leave us anything. . Oulr problem right now is
not trying to keep the Viet Minh from takmg over our area, but to
take it over before they do. ...[Of course,] we can’t go about this
thing in the same way [as the French] because'this is our country, we
can’t operate as an army of occupation. But trying to develop
political and social programs with any 1mpact .in an unadminis-
tered territory where you have a hostile population which is armed
and ready to go against you—how do you do it?“D

Harwood had no answer to Dung’s question. Thé issue was further compli-
cated by the absence of a coherent, attractive pohtlcal program designed to
win mass support. As the “National Revolution” theme faded, Harwood and
Nhu struggled to replace it with something vital cnough to win over uncom-
mitted nationalists and compete with the Viet Mmh But the discussion seems
not to have transcended the level of organizational mechanics, and Station
reporting concentrates on such things as the construction of a “Cold War polit-
ical apparatus” and material support to Tran Quoc Buu.35D

The activism of CIA's officers in Saigon did not imply disagreement with
the Embassy’s pessimism. The regular Station tookjnote of Diem’s heavy reli-
ance on family members, saying that he could not wm “if nationwide elections
were held tomorrow.”36 Diem had been Prime M1m§ter just two weeks when a
“despondent and fatigued” Nhu insisted to Harwood and Spence on 21 July

that, despite the obstacles, his brother would remain in office and try to con- _

solidate his government. Apparently speaking for both Nhu and himself, Har-
wood wrote that the “task is hopeless, but [the] effoirt must be made.”[ |

That effort included direct Station intervention m the formation of the Cab-
inet. Later in July, Harwood found himself back with the pistol-packing

3 Harwood intewicw.l 19 June 1964. The “armed” and) ‘hostile population” presumably
refers to the Hoa Hao and Cao Dai sects as well as to the Viet Minh, D

% FVSA 746, 13 August 1954, !
3% FVSA 746, 13 August 1954, . ' i

7 SAIG 3407, 26 July 1954 1 Harwood inter-
view, 10 Junc 1964, Both Harwood and Lansdale seeméd mote confident, in late July, of
the prospects for a resistance movement in the North, about to bé taken over by the Communists,
than they were of Diem's prospects in Westem-supported South Vietnam. Both of them bom-
barded Headquarters with demands for material support and trauung for stay-behind units to be
organized by the old line nationalist parties, the Dai Viet and thc Vietnam Quoc Dan Dang. On
this issue, in sharp contrast to their Saigon programs, the two Stanons seem to have kept each
other fully mlmmcd{ '
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Nguyen Ton Hoan and “belabored [him] mercilessly into seeicing an appoint-
ment with Ngo Dinh Nhu to negotiate Dai Viet support to the Diem govern-
ment,” Harwood then “turned around and sat down and beat Nhu just as hard
to accept Dai Viet support.” The two eventually met, but reached no agree-
ment; Diem and Nhu never did enlist the support of the Pon—Communist

nationalist factions. ‘

Lansdale found Diem dispirited by the chaos that followed the close of the
Geneva Conference on 21 July. He responded by trying to help Diem deal
with the immediate threats to the government while laying the’groundwork for
the construction of permanent institutions.®® Like Diem and Lansdale, Nhu
and Harwood saw the sects and the French as posing the greatest danger. Har-
wood wrote on 13 July that prosecution of the war against the Viet Minh was
impossible “when all tools needed to do this job [are] Iockqd up by French
high command.” Having acknowledged the underlying Conm;lunist threat, he
got down to the immediate problem: if the French continued to obstruct
Diem’s usc of the Army to deal with the sects and the Binh Xuyen, they would
provoke increasing Vietnamese hostility, not only to France; but eventually

40
also to the US. [ | E
Ngo Dinh Diem vs. the FrenchD =

As the North prepared for Communist rule, Ngo Dinh Diem exercised
undisputed control over the grounds of his combined office and residence and
little else. The French High Commissioner still occupied Gia Long Palace. As
we have seen, the French still ran the Army and controlled the country’s
finances. Their capacity to frustrate Diem’s full exercisc of the powers of his
office rested not only on these residual controls but on co]lusion with various
non-Communist organizations whose interests would suffer under an effective
indigenous regime h

Absentee Emperor Bao Dai, for example, had given the Saligon police and
Surcté (the latter, the internal security branch) on a concessionary basis to an
underworld gang called the Binh Xuyen. In the countryside th’e French were
linked with two religious sects, the Cao Dai and the Hoa HaQ', whose armies
controlled substantial areas west of Saigon and in the lower Mckong Delta. Of
potential adversaries only the Viet Minh were qulescent in Diem’s view the
immediate threat to his political survival was not the Commumets but the
French and their collaborators. Lansdale, as we have seer|1 emphatically

]

3 SAIG 3407, 26 July 1954/ I Harwood inter-
view, 10 June 19064, : i

* Claudestine Service Historical Paper (CSHP) 113, The Saigon Military Ml.vsmn June 1954 to
December 1956, 2 vols., Qctober 1970, I1, pp. 5~ 8[:] .

“© SAIG 3332, 13 July 1954 | |
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shared this perception, and Harwood held essennally the same view. Indeed he
joined in a 20 July Lansdale appeal for covert support to Diem, which should
continue whatever the final terms of the impending Geneva agreement, and
even if the US gave such an agreement its formal en;dorsement."l D

Headquarters apparently did not directly address the Harwood-Lansdale
appeal for covert support to Diem, but did show itsfelf more willing than the
Department of State to challenge French control of key Vietnamese institu-
tions. In late July, Richard Bissell, then a special assistant to the DCI, asked
the State Department for confirmation of CIA authority to operate in Indoch-
ina independently of the French. Bissell later advised FE Division that State
had confirmed its intention to support Diem. State’s position was “emphati-
cally not that [of allowing] the French to frustrate :the development of inde-
pendent national governments in the Associated States and to hold a veto
power over US actions.” But the Department had Inoted continuing French
control of the “only instruments of power” in the South, and it coricluded that:
“activities opposed by the French would probably fa11 mel ]

Bissell suggested that FE Division convey this view to the field and instruct
the Stations to tell the French “something of what they are doing” when this
could be donc “without immediately prejudicing the success of an undertak-
ing.”# Whether this advice ever reached the field i 1s not known. In practice,
Lansda]e s subsequent work with refugee transportgtlon and his civic action
project with the military were coordinated with the French; his other activity
and Harwood'’s liaison with the Palace were not. But/Lansdale’s style reflected
more his civilian experience in advertising than it did clandestine technique.
His high profile contacts with Diem and various Vxetnamcsc Army officers
and sect leaders. generated several I'rench efforts, in both Saigon and Paris, to

b

The Dulles brothers were firmly committed to tl;e Lansdale mission, and
these efforts failed. The two Stations persevered, ;but in these carly weeks
encountered little except frustration. The combination of French and indige-
nous opposition, Diem’s contempt for constituency-building, and the shortage
of competent subordinates prevented the new government from creating visi-
ble political momentum. An impatient CIA Headquarters began to question
whether Diem was, after all, the man for the job. Emmet McCarthy responded

4 Flarwood intervicws, 10 June 1964, and 25 October l]989; Lansdale, In the Midst of
Wars, pp. 150, 171-172; SAIG 3366, 20 July 1954,

12 Memorandum for C/FE, “Policy re Indochina,” 30 July 1954, quoted in CSHP

113, 1, pp. 30-32.
A1 Ibid., p. 32.
“Ibid., pp. 112-118.] ]
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on 21 August, speaking for both his Station and Lansdale’s. Rejecting the idea
that Diem might be no more than a vacillating politician, McCarthy insisted
that his “uncompromising stand on complete independence for Vietnam”
underlay all his earlier dealings with the French and the Japanese as well as
various Vietnamese factions. As for US criticism of Diem’s f%a.ilure to “demon-
strate an administrative capacity such as no previous government has demon-
strated,” the COS noted that the French still ran Diem’s “ﬁnances, military,
customs, immigration, diplomatic representation, judiciary and police matters
and security forces.”“’ljj

McCarthy went on to acknowledge the limited compctech of the Cabinet,
and the politicians and sect leaders not yet won over, but maintained that the
largest obstacle to Diem’s consolidation of power remained French efforts to
undercut him. Sounding a note about Victnamese leadership'that would reso-
nate through the rest of the Agency—and US—experience in Vietnam,
McCarthy argucd that there was no one else. As a “nationaljs} symbol and sin-
gle-minded and courageous leader,” Diem remained the bc’st choice for US

support.* | |

I

It seems likely that McCarthy was right: if any non-Communist leader mer-
ited US support, it was Ngo Dinh Diem. At this point, as in thé: months leading
up to Dicm’s selection by the US and France, this preference reflected the
absence of an alternative as much as it did any display by Diemn of either polit-
ical charisma or administrative skill. But continuing French sabotage of
Diem'’s efforts distracted US officials from the more basic question of his
capacity, under any circumstances, to create a nation-state capable of resisting
absorption by the Communist regime in Hanoi. In any case, as we have seen,
the US decision to engage itself in Vietnam had from the beginning grown
more out of the perceived cost of failure than out of confidence in victory. (U)

4 SAIG 3650, 21 August 1954,
46 1bid,
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CHAPTER 4

Bringing the Armies to Heel
: n

!

Agency defenders of Ngo Dinh Diem might see m[) alternative to him, but
this did not mean that they failed to recognize his wéaknesses. In a cable of
25 August, even Lansdale shed his customary optimism. Without explicitly
repudiating his endorsement of McCarthy’s 21 August,defense of Diem, Lans-
dale suggested that the Prime Minister had waited t(]>o long to exhibit “real
leadership.” Unnamed nationalists outside the govemment were becoming
restive at Diem’s fumbling, and Diem would now have to act boldly in order
to avoid a coup. Always confident of the power of|the American political
example, and of his own ability to impart that example to the foreign mind,
Lansdale said he intended to work with these natlonahsts “and teach them
some [of} our political principles.” But he feared that this might not suffice to
prevent a coup, and he was at the moment spreadiné the word that the US
Government would spurn any new government “established by bloody coup.”
The question remained: If such a government were “anti-Communist and will-
ing [to} accept guidance then what would US Govemn;lent policy be?’”D

The feared coup did not take place, and Lansdale’s questxon did not have to
be answered. Instead, he and the regular Station contmued the struggle to gen-
erate political support for the regime. Harwood and Nhu now came up with
two devices aimed at compensating for the government s lack of control over
the army and police. First, they proposed a combined mobile police force and
presidentiaj guard, intended as a kind of all-purpose security and investigative
force to protect the regime from “commie [and] chfes'sional [sect] agitators,”
and to strengthen Diem’s hand in his dealings with other political groups.?
Harwood made arrangements through| land Nhu provided
about 30 men for paramilitary training by the| |but the

' SAIG 3706, 25 August 1954

2 SAIG 3332i 13 Jul]' 1954 and SAIG 3670, 23 August 1954,
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project never maturcd. Harwood later called it a “fantasy,” citing the lack of
competent personnel and the unrealistically varied funcUons the organization

perform. 3 I
was to | |:| |

The other project was better focused and seemed to prodtice better results. It
involved the support of a hamlet militia, originally created by the French to
resist the Viet Minh, that Diem and Nhu wanted to use to]establish Saigon’s
authority in the countryside. Harwood supplemented Nhu's support of the pro-
gram by allowing him to use for it part of the Station subsidy that seems to have
begun about August 1954. By the end of the year, the force had by Nhu’s
account some 15,000 men under arms. The government used it to stake out a
rural claim not only—perhaps not primarily—against the Viet Minh, but also

. against the sects. Although the Station had no independent way to monitor
results, Nhu’s evident satisfaction indicated that it was servilllg its purpose.4

I
If Nhu was happy, COS McCarthy was not. On 17 September, he sent an
angry cable asking Headquarters to instruct Lansdale to céase his meddling
with the program. Seeking to head off any charge of poor coordination,
McCarthy said Lansdale had been “generally” advised of the activity in
August; the COS had informed him of it indirectly, via Lansdale’s executive
officer and intcrpreter, Joe Redick. The Headquarters resporllse if any, has not
survived; there may already have been a disposition to let the two Stations

work out their differences by themselvebﬁEj) !

In any case, the plethora of challenges to Diem’s fledgling government pre-
cluded either Station from dwelling on jurisdictional questions. One of these
challenges followed from the Geneva Accord provision allowing relocation
on political grounds. Both Vietnamese and US officials in Saigon expected a
mass exodus of Catholics from the North, and within weeks of taking office
Diem had set up an interministerial comnmittee on refugees.¢

Preparing for an Exodus from the North (U) -

But this group did nothing, and Lansdale, not yet firmly establlshed in
Diem’s confidence, fumed in frustration until he persudded Ambassador
Heath to intercede with the Prime Minister. In mid-August, Diem replaced the
first committee with a new one empowered, as Lansdale wanted, to negotiate
transportation and other logistics with the Amencans and the French.

|

3 Harwood interview, 16 May 1990, }

¢ Harwood interview, 16 May 1990. Harwood could not remember the amount of the subsidy, and

it is not specified in surviving files. |

5 SAIG 3956, 17 September 1954 !

¢ Clandestine Service Historical Paper (CSBP) 113, The Saigon Military Mtsston June 1954 to
December 1956, 2 vols., October 1970, 11, pp. 6-7D
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Lansdale was delighted with Diem’s appointment of Dr. Emmanuel Phuoc to
run the office, but Phuoc proved to be no exception to the general run of early
Diem subordinates. Within a month Lansdale had branded Phuoc a posturing
self-secker. But the mere formal existence of a Vietnamese executive authority
cnabled the Americans and the French to get on with transportation and recep-
tion arrangements,”| | i

s
-

SMM'’s friend Ho Quan “Manny" Pruoc is an effervescent psywarrior. At this briefing in Long
My, President Diem. Defense Minister Minh, and Délegué to the South Lam watch some of his
mood (caption by Ed Lansdale)

Belore the migration ended in May 1955, over 900,000 people moved 1o
South Vietnam. Helping to stimulate this was the Northern element of Lans-
dale’s team, which remained in Hanoi until 9 October 1954. Its primary mis-
sion was the conduct of stay-behind operations in the North, but Lansdale
used it also for propaganda designed 1o encourage emigration. The team

SAIG 3607, 17 Angust 1954, and SAIG 3687, 24 August 1954, both
i o _ |Regarding the new refugee relocation agency, see SAIG 3607, 17 August
1954, ibid,
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propagated slogans, aimed at Catholic villages, such as “Ethe Virgin Mary is
going south,” and put out leaflets, ostensibly of Viet Minh origin. Lansdale
believed that one of these produced a threefold increase in refugee registration
by provoking fear that the Viet Minh would confiscate private property.

Lansdale later claimed to have alerted Diem to the electoral potential of a
transplanted Catholic community and thus to have been instrumental in pro-
moting the migration. But he also conceded that most of the Catholics needed
no urging to leave the North, His major contribution had t}lerefore less to do
with psychological warfare than with his forceful advocacy of a transportation
and resettlement program.? ’

Dividing the Sect LeadershlpD |

As Augusl gave way to September 1954, the refugee prolgram was just get-
ting under way. The local French remained hostile to Diem, for whom the only
real bright spot at this point was the susceptibility of the sect forces to accom-
modation with the new government. In an episode crucial to his survival in
office, Diem moved with uncharacteristic decisiveness, exploiting both CIA
Stations to win the formal allegiance of one sect leader and achieve at least a
modus vivendi with two others, In thls context, the sects thel,mselves deserve a

closer look| : ’
ser D |

The Hoa Hao and the Cao Dai arose as 20th century products of the social
dislocations that accompanied colonial rule in the South. The Hoa Hao, with
up to a million and a half adherents in the western part of the Mekong Delta,
developed out of Buddhism. The somewhat larger Cao Da1 borrowed from a
number of the world’s major religions; Victor Hugo and Abraham Lincoln .
were among its secular saints. Before World War II, both sects contested
French authority in their respective enclaves, the Cao Dai northwest of Saigon
and the Hoa Hao in the western Mekong Delta. During thelr occupation of
Indochina in World War II, the Japanese supported the Cao Ddl competing for
influence with the Vichy regime they left in nominal comrol until early
19459 ] ’

l
!
I
|
|

8 Cecil B. Currcy, Edward Lansdale: Unquict American (Boston: Hough‘(on Mifflin, 1988), p.
158

° Edward G. Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars (New York: Harper and Row 1972), pp. 166-167;
Stanley Kamow, Vietnam: A History, p. 222; CSHP 113, II, pp. 6-7. Lansdale told his biographer
that he then pressed Heath into service as interpreter with Diem when the ume came to persuade
the Prime Minister to approve the new relocation scheme (Currey, Lan.rdale pp. 156-157). D

1 Currey, Lansdale, pp. 145-146) ‘:J l
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The two sects were militantly anti-Communist. After the war the French
chose to overlook any wartime inconstancy in order to enlist their support
against the Viet Minh. In this context, they undertook the financial and logisti-
cal maintenance of sect forces—an estimated 15,000 Hoa Hao and perhaps
20,000 Cao Dai—as auxiliaries to the French Expeditionary Corps.!! After
Dien Bien Phu, with Saigon’s treasury still under their control, local French
authorities continued courting the two sects, hoping to salvage some influence
at the expense of the francophobe Diem. But they could make no enduring
commitments and failed, if they were seriously trying, to drive the sects onto
the offensive against the new government. It is nevertheless clear that most of
the sect forces and many Vietnamese Army officers wére hostile to Diem. Any
sect forces that he could co-opt would weaken opposition from that quarter
and help deter dissidents in the Army. 12|:| :

|
|
|
|
i

Hoa Hao and Cao Dai leaders, for their part, fa_ced!the loss of their French
subsidies and were looking for some other means of; support. This provided
the basis for some mutual accommodation, if Diem could replace the French
as benefactor of the sects. But he had no money. Nhu ;had already complained
to Harwood that his brother’s predecessor, Prince Buu Loc, had absconded
with the Prime Minister’s confidential fund when he left office. Accordingly,
sometime in the first weeks of the Diem government, Harwood sent

piasters to the Palace for use at Diem’s d{iscretion. How much of
this first subsidy Diem spent on the sects is unknown, but it was presumably
exhausted when he approached Lansdale in Septcmber? 1954 with a request for
more. 3

The commander of an independent Cao Dai force, Trinh Minh The, was a
longtime contact of Ngo Dinh Nhu. More anti-Frenich than pro-Diem (the
French belicved he had assassinated their commanding general in the South in
1950), General The was nevertheless a potential ally :against pro-French ele-

ments in the regular army. After negotiations betwe?n The and Nhu, Diem-
. asked Lansdale for funds with which to buy The’s support. Lansdale delivered

[:in greenbacks to Diem, who passed the mone}% on to Nhu for delivery
to The. Two days later, on 15 September, Lansdale wa$ invited to The’s head-
quarters on the Cao Dai’s sacred mountain in Tay INinh Province. There,

|
|
B fbid. Estimates of sect membership are from Robert Shaplen, The|Lost Revolution (New York:

Hurper and Row, 1965), p. 116!
7 CSHP 13,1, p. 10] ] \

" Harwood interview, 21 June 1990. The money Was written off o the basis of a hand receipt
from a Palace functionary, ! i

| | Harwood could not recall the exact amount, but thought it might have
been the uquivalenll I
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Cao Dai temple at Tay Ninh (photo courtesy of Paul Harwood).

General The confirmed his support for the government, agreed not to take any
uncoordinated military initiative against the French, and released his French

prisoners. 4|

First meeting with Trinh Minh The in his Nui Ba Den hideout. Lansdale at left, Trinh Minh The is
facing camera (caption by Ed Lansdale ) .

The account of this incident in Lansdale’s official report omits his own role
in securing The's commitment to Diem. Reflecting his perennial reluctance to
acknowledge using material inducements, Lansdale says only that “at Ambas-
sador Heath’s request, the US secretly furnished Diem with funds for The,
through the SMM" (Saigon Military Mission). Inasmuch as The'’s adherence

WCSHP 113, I, p. 69; CSHP 113, 11, p. 10; Harwood interview, 21 June Lt N
Memorandum for the Record, “Transfer of CIA Funds to Colonel Trinh Minh The by Lansdale,”

e ity
|

nal,| |
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was already assured with the passage of funds, the 7invitation to Lansdale
seems likely to have represented Diem’s way of securing a display of overt US
recognition of The, whom the French regarded as a coeron criminal.!s

This episode provoked the first recorded instance of what developed into
chronic antagonism between Lansdale and Nhu. At a sx';bsequent meeting with
Harwood, Nhu blamed Lansdale for provoking Trinh Minh The’s accusation
that payment in dollars showed Diem to be in the poé:ket of the Americans.
Probably embarrassed at having been an accessory to this, Nhu threatened to
have Lansdale declared persona non grata. And Lansdale returned the senti-
- ment. Once, after Ambassador Heath’s departure in Nbvember, he instructed
Joe Redick to see the new Ambassador, General Collins, and suggest having
Nhu removed. Redick reminded him that Nhu was the regular Station's princi-
pal contact in the government, and Lansdale dropped the matter. 16

!

A Test of CIA LeverageD i
Agency support fdr Diem’s cfforts with the sects dld‘ not prevent a US con-
frontation with him the week after General The rallied. Diem’s Cabinet was
composed entirely of Ngo family loyalists, and the Frelnch had just persuaded
Secretary of State Dulles that it should be broadened'to include representa-
tives of the still-uncommitted sects. Dicm resisted the! combined French and
American diplomatic efforts, and Headquarters finally, instructed the Station
to try to break the impasse, in order to avoid confronting him with the possible
withdrawal of American support. Harwood doubted both the wisdom of the

. . .
goal and the existence of a workable alternative to Diem but set out to do what
I

he was told. ‘7D

It appears that Nhu undertook first to try his own harid at talking Diem into
making the desired changes. But on 20 September he acknowledged his fail-
ure with a message urgently requesting Harwood to come to the Palace that
evening (o argue the case himself. The three met in Diem’s bedroom. As Har-
wood later recalled it, “I really had the heat on, and argued, pressured,” but
Diem was obdurate, despite a Harwood threat to withd;raw from the relation-
ship in the face of Diem’s “passivity.” Harwood was equally obdurate, and at
onc point they sat in silence for something like an hour and a half. As the night

wore on, they also walked out onto the balcony at the front of Gia Long Pal-

ace, and Harwood noticed two tanks outside the fence w1lh their guns trained

5 CSHP 113,11, p. 10| |

* Narwood interviews, 17 October 1989 and 14 August 1990; Redick interview, 28 September
1989. Harwood had no recollection of telling Lansdale of The's negotiations with Nhu, and
thought Lansdale might well have seen his own role as operative in rallying The to the govern-

ment, ;
7 Harwood interviews, 10 June 1964,I:| and 16 May and 11 Sc'ptcmbcr 1990‘D

!
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on the Palace. Well aware of the doubtful loyalty of the Army’s Chief of Staff,
he suggested that Diem’s presence on the balcony might tempt General Hinh’s
gunners, and they went back inside. Finally, Diem gruntc;d something which
Nhu interpreted for Harwood as meaning that he was gwmg in, the Cabinet
would be broadened. ‘SD I

And Diem did broaden it, although in Harwood’s view, the results vindi-
cated the Prime Minister’s reluctance; the new Hoa Hao z;md Cao Dai minis-
ters were corrupt and disloyal. Lansdale was frantic, persuaded that the
Cabinet moves reflected nothing but a treacherous French move to promote
anarchy. He implored DCI Dulles to stiffen Emperor Bao!Dai § resistance to
French maneuvering, and to get him to rescind his reported decision to ask for

Diem’s resignation. :

!

However unsatisfactory the outcome, the incident does suggest the predom-
inant Agency influence in American dealings with Diem and Nhu in the early
months of the regime. Ten years later, Harwood recalled th’e episode as repre-
senting perhaps “the first and last time that anybody ever got Diem to do
something...that he didn’t want to do to start with.”2 Harwood may have
overstated his conclusxon, but it illustrates how little, even dunng the period of
Diem’s greatest dependence, US support could be translated into influence.
The question of leverage, so vigorously argued in later years, had been essen-
tially answered before the cnd of 1954 | |

Warding Off an Army Mutiny[] '

In the tangled aftermath of the Cabinet reshuftle, the loyalty of the French-
dominated military remained in doubt. The government's wnt did not extend,
for example, to the psychological warfare branch of its ovlvn army. Fed by a
French journalist, the Army’s radio had in September “andertaken a character
assassination” of Diem, which Lansdale believed attracted a large audience.
To combat this, he arranged the loan of a US Navy officer from the task force
then transporting refugees and placed him at the radio station, whose Vietnam-
ese commander had been his classmate and friend at the US Army’s Psycho-
logical Warfare School at Fort Bragg. The idea was graduially to modify the
editorial slant from anti-Diem to anti-Viet Minh without attractmg the atten-
tion of the French. The young American lieutenant worked hard “with partial

ot
success. [:| ‘ _ ;

'8 FVSA 810, 27 September 1954, :] interviews wnh Paul HerOOd on 10 June 1964,
17 and 26 October 1989 and 16 May 1990,
' Harwood interview, 10 June 1964, SAIG 4021 and SAIG 4039 23 September 1954,

¥ Marwood interview, 10 June 1964,[
2 CSHP 113, 11, pp. 13-14; SAIG 4293, (8 October 1954,[
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The regular CIA Station came up with a radio fof its own, loaning Nhu a
transmitter borrowed from the MAAG. Nhu used it;for the next several weeks
to proselytize army officers and to announce new adherents—some authentic,

s . |
some notional—to Diem’s cause.ZZD ) |

:

}

French influence over the Vietnamese military was abetted by the Army’s
cominander, General Nguyen Van Hinh. A French' citizen and officer in the
French Air Force, Hinh did not conceal his distaste for his nominal superior,
the Prime Minister, and seems to have made thinly veiled threats to help
unscat him. But Hinh recognized the intensity of the,US commitment to Diem,
and in early October made a conciliatory overture [to Lansdale, who admon-
ished him through Filipino and Vietnamese intermediaries to get on the gov-
ernment bandwagon and start preparing to fight the Communists. 23 D

|

Still fearful that Hinh. intended to depose Diem, I;.,ansdale urged Heath and
Major General John O’Daniel, USA, chief of the MAAG, to deploy the
Saigon Military Mission (SMM) where it could exefcise continuous influence
on the Army. Diém had already endorsed Lansdale’s liaison with the civilian
agencics responsible for rural affairs, and Lansdale brought them together
with their US counterparts at his house on 7 October. Heath now agreed to
assign Lansdale’s men to General Hinh to coordinate the military aspects of
this rural civic action, and simultaneously to help prevent a rupture between
Diem and the Anny.“l:]

On 11 October, Lansdale reported that Diem wanttfzd him assigned as Hioh’s
personal advisor. Ambassador Heath backed away from this idea, but Lans-
dale persisted in his self-assigned role as mediator: and on the 18th trium-
phantly announced to CIA Headquarters that Diem and Hinh had accepted
him as peacemaker between them. Three days later, Lansdale got word that

Hinh had provisionally renounced his opposition 'to the government. But’

before declaring loyalty, Hinh would require that Diem demonstrate the good
faith of which Lansdale had assured him. Meanwhile, Lansdale had just

i
|

2 Harwood interview, 10 June [964.|—T

2 SAIG 4197, 8 October 1954, l |

* Ibid. Lansdale ended bis report of this episode i the grandiloquent fashion characteristic of his
carly correspondence from Saigon: “If present plans mature the SMM [will] be in position {to]
change [(he] Indochina picture rapidly.” He begged for more and better people—only two of the
oxisting complement could be trusted to “work without constant supervision”—to enable him to
scize this “big chance [for] CIA [to] play heroic role save SEAsia right where situation most des-
pcru(e."D
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“scolded” Hinh's chief of psychological warfare for his dealings with the anti-
Diem leader of a Hoa Hao force. The colonel, who Lansdale believed was also
a French agent, “grinned and promised [to be a] good boy” in the t‘umrt-:.”‘L

Warching First Paywar Company ceremonies in the rain are Generals Hinh and Ty with SMM
members Lansdale, Sharpi, and Redick. In the background are our USIS friend Jack Andrew (died
of hepatitis), Swiss journalist Peter Schmidt, and Capt Giai (reportedly murdered by Ba Cut)

(caption by Ed Lansdale)

Whether Diem condescended to prove his good faith to General Hinh is not
recorded. But an Army mutiny was now at least temporarily defused, and
General Trinh Minh The picked the same moment to confirm his adherence to
the Diem cause. He told Lansdale he was trying to get another Cao Dai gen-
eral to reject a Hinh offer of 6,000 rifles in return for Cao Dai repudiation of
the Diem government. Diem now invited Lansdale to call on him, and Lans-
dale, in this heady atmosphere, told Headquarters he proposed to get Diem
finally to “act like [a] leader and ask people [to] unite against [the] Commu-
nists while building [a] free strong nation.” In an effusion of compressed
telegraphese, Lansdale acknowledged that his Station might be embarked on a
quixotic mission. But:

Vietnamese use grenades instead windmills. Part job is make them
stop trying kill each other particularly when we guests their houses.
Some local US Government officials feel we too naive but our love

" SAIG 429%; SAIG 4337, 22 October 1954, i
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campaign started work despite long odds aga;linst. If win then US
Government has friendly united govt army people in fight against
communists.25

Prime Minister Diem vs, Ambassador HeathE}

But Lansdale’s activist optimism collided that! night (21 October) with
Diem’s fatalistic passivity. To Lansdale’s every urging that he rally his popula-
tion and start building the institutions of government, Diem pleaded weak-
ness: the French were supporting his enemies and; planning to bomb Trinh
Minh The’s forces; even the Americans insisted on Cabinet representation for
the treacherous sects. Lansdale reported that he offered detailed suggestions
for solving Diem’s litany of problems, but the Prime Minister thought himself
too weak to tackle any of them except by “devious methods.” Lansdale then
tried explaining the notions of executive cfficiency and delegation of author-
ity, but Diem looked unconvinced. Lansdale concluded his crestfallen account
of this session with a resigned if somewhat patronizing sigh: “Well], I] am
also unsuccessful getting my sons [to] wash behind [the] cars."”\:]

A week before the disappointing 21 October meeting, a “bitterly discour-
aged” Diem had already displayed to Lansdale his; sense of dependence on
foreign sympathy and support. He gave Lansdale a long message for President
Eisenhower in which he complained that Ambassador Heath’s complicity in
French maneuvering utterly vitiated his own efforts to energize the struggle
against the Communists. He wanted American material support delivered
directly, not through the French, and American advisors to modernize the gov-
crnment and the Army. And were Heath to be rcplalced, his successor should
be an American of “great courage and irresistible conviction” of his country’s
ideals. Heath seemed, unfortunately, “to see our pqoblems from the French
perspective.”“D |

Relying this message to Washington, Lansdale asfsurcd Dulles of his per-
sonal regard for Heath, and suggested that the DCI dplete Diem’s unflattering
description of the Ambassador before sharing the message with the State
Department, But Lansdale thought the DCI should tal;(e up the matter privately
with the Secretary of State, because it would be “constructive [to] replace
Heath soonest,” so long as his replacement was “out of top drawer. Urgently
need inan caliber Clay or Van Fleet even if could have only for year.”29D

|

2% SAIG 4337, ibid
T SAIG 43435, 24 October 1954, ibid.|:|

 SATG 4291, 18 October 1954, ibid,
SECRET/X1
47

|

|

|

!
2 Ibid.D :
J

|

|

UNCLASSIFIED ’

|




C01268718

I

|

ASSIFIED |

|

|

|
Two days later, on 20 October, Dulles assured Lansdale he had done as
requested: he had discussed the message informally at the fop policy level at
the Department of State,” presumably with his brother. But he noted the “most
unfortunate consequences” for CIA relations with State both in the field and in
Washington if the Agency became the channel for such commumcatlons The
US Government could not, in any case, act on such an 1nformal request as
Diem’s through Lansdale, and Diem should be advised that Elscnhower would
not see it. Dulles added that he understood Lansdale’s actions as an intelli-
gence officer in “acquainting” him with Diem’s'message.| Nevertheless, he
fully agreed with Statc’s procedural objections. Lansdale; “should make it

clear to Diem that this is a procedural matter and in no way Si ignifies any dim-
inution of US Government support of him. ”3°E| }

The irrepressible Lansdale shot back: “Roger wilco.” He hEad he said, stipu-
lated his respect for protocol in his first message and now»felt that the DCI
might “wish to point out informally [to the] State Departmenl some time that
CIA was not willfully interjecting itself into State Department business.” This
had come about only because Diem could not use the State c;hannel distrusted
his own Ambassador to Washington, and had no other reliable emissary for
what he considered an emergency message. Lansdale 1mpl1ed that these cir-
cumstances left him no choice, as “US Government policy 'was [and] is that
Dlem is a friend we help.”™!

" ;
A Conflict of Operating PhilosophiesD ;

With the question of Vietnamese Army loyalty still sxmmermg, and Diem
still fixated on his problems, Lansdale lost another skirmish iin October 1954,
This one, waged against the regular Station ostensibly over an officer’s assign-
ment, revealed the gulf that separated the Lansdale 0perat10na1 approach to
operational security from that of the CIA’s Dlrectorale of Plans. |:|

The object of the battle was the same Ed Komn who had serlved as
case officer i couple of years earlier. Lansdale wanted him for his psy-
chological warfare program, but the regular Station objected. !Korn had served

“with the regular Station at the Embassy during that tour and|had been known

as CIA. His return now with SMM, the Station argued, would destroy
the credibility of repeated claims by both stations that Lansdale represented
not CIA but the US military. After 10 days of sometimes bitter correspon-

w[ " ]20 October 1954, ibid
3 SRIG 4375, 25 October 1954, ibid
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dence, Lansdale esscntlally conceded, accepting that Korn would have to work

at the Embassy with Lansdale s role limited to “remote guidance and protec-
tion,”32

Lansdale took the occasion of this quarrel to call lon Alien Dulles to rede-
fine the term “covert.” Attributing to the Communists a capacity for assuming
“open ideological leadership while quietly building covert ops,” he criticized
the US failure to adopt a similarly open stance. The ms1stence on secrecy, he
thought, put the US Government in the “false position [of] being afraid or
ashamed of its beliefs. ... We require natives [to] risk [their] lives while we
seemingly hide.” Lansdale said he wanted at leas:t to have open liaison
between the SMM and the regular Station: the “need for meticulous [clandes-
tine] methods.. .has been [a] dead issue since [the] Geneva Conference.” The
different values they attached to concealing US sponsorship of “covert” action
programs remained a bone of contention between Lamdale and the Agency
for the duration of Lansdale’s tour.[ | l

Exit General Hinh, Enter the FilipinosD l '

The conclusion of these episodes brought no general relaxation, as they
were followed by renewed tension between General II-Imh and Prime Minister
Diem. Lansdale later reported, without identifying his source, of learning that
Hinh planned to attack the Palace on 26 October. He thought to divert Hinh by
luring him and his two most trusted staff officers to a hohday in Manila. Hinh
declined, but three of his staff, including the alleged French agent command-
ing the psychological warfare unit, accepted. Lansdale sent them off in an air-
craft loaned hini by General O’Daniel. On the effec[t of this ploy, Lansdale
reported that “26 October was spent in the Phlhppmes The attack on the Pal-
acc didn’t come off. "3“D !

In retrospect, General Hinh’s anti-Diem posturing looks like a French ploy
to intimidate Diem into either cooperating or restgmng, and Hinh’s departure
for exile in Paris in November suggests French acknowledgement of failure.
Both Hinh and his French sponsors were surely aware that Senator Mansfield
had threatened on 15 October to push for a suspension of aid to Vietnam and
French forces there if Diem should be overthrown. Anfd President Eisenhower
released a letter to President Dicm on 24 October promising that beginning on
1 January 1955 all US aid would flow directly to Dlem s government. In this
conltcxt, the seduction of Hinh’s stafl officers acqulres an almost farcical

 SAIG 4292, 18 October 1954, ibid. The assignment never matenahzed D

» Ibid.
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Drama during Diem-Hinh struggles. Diem and power-seekers Binh Xuyven's Bay Vien, ex-Presi-

denmt General Xuan, Chief of Staff General Hinh (c aption by Ed Lansdale). ——

P aspect. Nevertheless, the atmosphere of crisis that provoked it illustrated the
preoccupation of the US Mission with the regime’s fragility.*§

The Hinh episode did not shake Lansdale’s faith in his own ability to inspire
and control a unified Southern resistance to Communist expansion. His sta-
tion, he told Headquarters on 1 November, intended to “influence millions
rather than hundreds or thousands.” It could do so, he implied in his character-
istic telegraphese, because “overwhelming majority Vietnamese feel much
same towards Vietminh and personal freedom as US Government does and
voluntarily join us fight against enemy.” To Lansdale, most of the sect leaders
were true nationalists and militant anti-Communists; only the French stood in
the way of a “national effort...coordinated under a national leader who [is]
influenced or controlled by CIA."3%[

Again, Lansdale’s pursuit of grand objectives had to give way to the
demands of unfolding events. This time, the challenge arose from the need to
assert government control in areas being vacated by the Viet Minh. While
nearly a million refugees were flowing into South Vietnam, an estimated

" Joseph_Buttinger, Vietnam: A Dragon Embauled, 2 vols. (New York: Praeger, 1967), II,

p. 804, o _

* SAIG @444, | November 1954, and | | both
Lansdale never saw any contradiction in the notion of an authenti-

‘cally nationalist leader being controlled by the CIA. This derived, it seems, from an implicit

assumption that true, i.c., anti-Communist, nationalists could have no interests that did not coin-

cide with thosc of the United States.
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General Hinh makes Hoa Hao rebel Ba Cur a National Army colonel during the Diem-Hinh

struggle (caption by Ed Lansdale). .

80,000 to 90,000 Viet Minh were headed north. An unknown number of cad-
res was left behind, but the Viet Minh administrative apparatus that had con-
trolled substantial areas in the South was largely if provisionally dissolved.
Prime Minister Diem now had to replace that apparatus with his own. Things
were not much different even where the Viet Minh had not set up a formal
administration of their own, as only about 20 percent of the colonial bureau-
cracy resided outside Saigon, with nearly all of that in the provincial
capitals.”” |

" Edward G. Lansdale, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, Special Operations, Memoran-

i for the Record, “*Pacification’ in Vietnam,” 16 July 1958, cited in CSHP 113, I, p. 146. The

cstimate of 10,000 cadres left in the South used by many authorities is apparently derived from
French sources. If this refers only to Communist Party members, it may well be too large. If it

includes non-Communists who joined the Viet Minh to fight the French, it is probably far oo

small. The figures later released by Diem's Information Ministry, however inflated, suggest that

Saigon shared (he perception of a larger Viet Minh presence after regroupment| |
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Upon his arrival in Saigon, Lansdale had immediately recognized the polit-
ical no-man’s land in the countryside. He had brought with him a belief,
formed in the Philippines, in the efficacy of humanitarian programs as a
means of strengthening the legitimacy of the government in the eyes of the
rural population. Accordingly, even before Diem’s mstallapon in office, he
discussed with one of his Filipino contacts, Oscar Arellano, ﬁhe formation of a
volunteer medical team from the Philippines. As early as July, when the offic-
ers assigned to his Station were just beginning to trickle into'Saigon, Lansdale
began working with the Ministry of Social Action, helping to develop village-
Jevel self-help projects and a system of symbols that would allow illiterate
voters to cast ballots in local elections. 33[:] [

The imminent arrival of refugees from the North and the corresponding
evacuation of Viet Minh areas in the South demanded a resp(;)nsc from Saigon.
Having already secured encouragement from Arellano and the promise of
financial support from CIA Headquarters, Lansdale was re':ady when Diem
recognized the need for refugee medical assistance. He got Diem to issue a
formal request for help, and Arellano, as Vice-President for Southeast Asia of -
the Junior Chamber of Commerce International, arranged sponsorship by the
Philippine chapter. The result was Operation Brotherhood, whosc first medi-
cal team arrived in Saigon in October 1954. By May 1955 it had over
100 doctors and nurses at 10 medical centers in South Vletnlam, treating refu-
gees and training Vietnamese medical personnel.® D !

Lansdale believed that the Filipinos had much to offer ]Vietnam. He saw
their contribution not solely or even primarily in terms of technical assistance,
as in Operation Brotherhood or the later creation of a veterans’ organization,
but in the force of their example as citizens of a working democracy. Diem,
however, accepted the technical help without ever adopting the Philippines as
a political model for Vietnam. This produced some tension with Lansdale,
who noted that once, “with a grimace on his face, Diem lold me that the Viet-
namese didn’t need the help of a bunch of orators and mghtc]ub musicians.”*0
"The subject came up with the regular Station, as well. Paul ﬁwood recalled
a meeting with Diem and Nhu at which Diem made an mcomprehens1ble but
clearly derogatory remark about “chemises flottantes” (ﬂoatmg shirts). Nhu
explained it as a reference to the loose-fitting barong worn by Lansdale’s |

Filipinos.+ D

38 CSHP 113,11, p. 13.
» Ibid., I, pp. 138146
4 Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars, p. 214E

41 Harwood interview, 17 October 1989.
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Town of Long Kuyan, center of pro-governmeni Hoa Hao Army, turing out to welcome Operation
Brotherhood. Note sign " Phi Luat Tuan, " which means “Philippines™ in Vietnamese (captions by
Ed Lansdale)
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Operation Brotherhood open its Camau clinic on packing crates in front of the schoolhouse it
later occupied, as national security troops rolled in for “Operation Liberty. " These Filipinos kepr

the clinic open 24 hours a day (caption by Ed Lansdale), |

The Continuing Controversy Over Ngo Dinh Nhu

Ngo Dinh Nhu’s service as intermediary with Diem and his cooperation in
various operational activitics had established his value to the regular Station
well before Diem accepted Ed Lansdale as an informal advisor. The Embassy,
taking its cue from the French, regarded Nhu much as Lansdale did, seeing
him as a malign influence on the Prime Minister. Thinking Diem would be
more tractable in his brother's absence, Ambassador Heath tasked the Station
in the fall of 1954 to get Nhu out of the country. The Station objected to this

DL T T"Harwood went further, with

McCarthy's approval, and “laid down the law to Nhu that he was not going to
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leave the country.” Diem had already yielded to Heath; promising to send Nhu
to a UNESCO conference in Montevideo, but Nhu staﬂfed.“z\:}

Although not privy to this defiance, the Embassy wa!s fully aware of the Sta-
tion’s increasing operational intimacy with Nhu, and this served, according to
Paul Harwood, as “grounds for charges of a CIA cabal,against official policy.”
The tension persisted through the tenures of both Ambassador Heath and Gen-
eral J. Lawton Collins, who replaced Heath in November 1954, and abated

OEnlr with the arrival of Ambassador G. Frederick Rc;inhardt in May 1955.43
i

Diem and Nhu, for their part, valued their Agency (l;ontacts (even when, as
in Lansdale’s casc, the CIA connection was not acknowledged) as a way
around the Embassy’s reserve. Harwood wrote thatr he thought it “highly
likely” that Nhu believed their liaison produced a Washington climate more
favorable to Diem than would otherwise have been thé case. Further cement-
ing the connection, as we have already seen, was the Agency’s bankrolling of
Diem’s mancuvers to divide and suborn his adversarie? in the sects.‘“|:|

As a military man, Collins took a personal interest ?n the Vietnamese mili-
tary establishment. He had little sympathy for irregu[lar units, and not long
after his arrival he instructed Harwood to tell Diem to terminate the hamlet
militia project funded through Ngo Dinh Nhu. Remir}xded that the US could
not force its will on the Prime Minister, Collins modified his order: it was Sta-
tion support that would cease. Harwood later recalléd that Collins, though
always prepared to hear opposing views, was at the tintle preoccupied with the
development of triangular divisions to defend against invasion across the 17th
parallel. He was unimpressed by Harwood's argument]that Viet Minh subver-
sion already threatened the South from within.“’D
|

2 Harwood interview, | | Another Nhu criu'!c was the columnist Joseph
Alsop, who told Lansdale in latc November that he thought Nhu a “wiretched little man.” Lansdale
responded with praises of Diem, which Alsop “seemed [to] buy.” Lansdale reported this exchange
in the same cable which asked Headquarters to approve Alsop’s request for an “L [lethal] tablet”
(apparently then on hand in Saigon) to take with him to Camau, a Communist redoubt where he
was to sce Viet Minh returnces being regrouped for movement north. Alsop apparently thought
himsel( a candidate for abduction by the Communists, but Headquarters instructed Lansdale to
deny the request as contrary to CIA regulations. SAIG 4802, 3 Decetnber 1954, and:]
5 December 1954.[ |

* Harwood inlcrvicw.l 10 June 1964; FVSA 1542, 9 September 1955,
It appcears that Ambassadors Heath and Collins, with their tepid support of Ngo Dinh Diem, were
farther out of step with policy than the Saigon CIA representation. The atmosphere changed with
Ambassador Reinhardt, who was concerned both to establish a personal working relationship with
Diem and 10 support grassrools political organizing in South Vietnam. He seems (o have valued

(he Agency as a participant in these endeavors. I

M TVSA 1542, § Septenber 1955, |

45 Harwood interview, 17 October 1989; Paul Harwood, interview| by Thomas L. Ahern, tape
recording, McLean, VA, 14 August 1990, copy in CIA History Staff. |__)_|

|
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Despite this setback, CIA became involved in other military questions. In
late 1954, for example, Headquarters suggested that Diem l?roceed to integrate
sect forces into a national guard subordinated to the Interior Ministry and
grant the sects administrative authority in their own strongholds. A handwrit-
ten addendum instructed the field to obtain policy approval from the Embassy,
and the cable was released by the Acting Chief of FE Division. McCarthy
replied from Saigon that General Collins was opposed to ;the national guard
idea, preferring to make the Army responsible for internal security. The debate
continued, and Collins was eventually won over to a program that included an
internal security role for the Interior Ministry and a training and advisory role
for CIA 4 [

» |
i
A Dual Role for CIA| | | _

By the end of 1954, a pattern had emerged in CIA’s dealing with Diem and
Nhu that would prevail until the US decision to abandon ghem in 1963. The
first strand in this pattcrn resulted from the fragility of the regime. For CIA, as
well as for Diem and Nhu, defense against the regime’s ene‘rmies claimed first
priority. It is indeed likely that without CIA intervention on his behalf Diem
would not have survived six months in office. Only the Agency had the means
and displayed the will to bolster his resistance to the opposition, both active
and passive, led or tolerated by the French. It is clear that Diem still saw him-
self as dependent for his survival on American backing, which in the context
of immediate threats to his tenure came almost exclusively from CIA.D :

|

The second strand arose from the recognition by both Harwood and Lans-
dale—Nhu seems to have shared their view, at least in the beginning—that the
government required a positive political program if it were e:ver to evolve into
a durable alternative to the Viet Minh. Firefighting was thus'interspersed with
efforts to construct such a program and the apparatus withi which to carry it
out.D ) ;

Behind these two strands, the background to the patterlgl was formed by
Diem’s indifference, even hostility, to political accommodation and the con-
struction of a base of popular electoral support. Within weeks of his inaugura-
tion, CIA in Saigon had discovered that Dicm was nearly asiintractable as his
problems. Although the Agency was determined to help him seize the political
offensive, opportunities to do so were limited by his authorita:m'an mindset and

by the continuing series of challenges to his political survival
.

46 SAIG 4246, 13 October 1954; 20 October 1954, _]16 November 1954;
SAIG 4662, 20 November 1954, al] INo evi-

dence has been found that the Station resumed an active role in the funding of either sect forces or
local self-defense uni(s.l:]

.
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The ability of CIA to exploit any such opportunities was restricted, further-
more, by a certain naiveté, especially on the part of Ed Lansdale. Lansdale had
an abiding faith in anti-Communist fervor and American political institutions
as a formula for political development in former colonies such as the Philip-
pines and Vietnam. He ignored or denied the inﬂuenc‘;e of cultural differences
and social and economic structures; it is typical of his style that he never
learned a foreign language. In his dealings with ex-colonials, he exuded a
somewhat paternalistic benevolence that appealed to ;those who either shared

his perception of American cntitlement to leadership,or found it expedient to -

profess such views ‘in return for promises of support against their local
adversaries, 47 !

But the regular Station, also, found itself embroiledI in efforts at institution-
building which were driven more by reluctance to admit defeat than by rigor-
ous calculation of the means appropriate to predictably achievable ends. At
. the end of 1954, both Stations had accomplished far r:nore at defending Diem
from his enemies than they had at influencing his g(;)vcming style or policy
decisions,

I
|
i
|
l
i
|
|
v
I

*" Lansdale’s In the Midst of Wars s replete with examples of his approach to his clients, and there
are others in Currey, Lansdale)
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CHAPTER 5

Rural Pacification and the Sect Crisis
!

s — i
|

At the beginning of 1955, Ngo Dinh Diem anid Ngo Dinh Nhu had
exploited the help of their respective CIA advisors to defeat the first chal-

- lenges to the new Prime Minister’s authority. But new challenges were already

clearing the horizon, notably a threatened insurrection by the religious sects
and the urgent need to establish a government presence in the countryside. US
officials doubtful of Diem’s abilities continued to see little reason for an all-
out effort on his behalf; the new Ambassador, J. Lawton Collins, was the most
prominent among many such skeptics. In these circumstances, the informal
CIA liaison with the two major figures in Diem’s government had already
evolved into the principal channel of communication bclween the Vietnamese
regime and official Washington, D ‘

It scems clear that for Diem the value of his CIA lxalson lay in its support-
ing him against local opposition and its service as a channel to get the
regime’s point of view to official Washington. For Washington, the intelli-
gence product of the contacts with Diem and Nhu constituted the most author-
itative and comprehensive coverage of thc government’s activities and
intentions that it could get. With Harwood and Lansdale in privileged posi-
tinlS, conventional collection activity, whether unilat;eral or through liaison,
took a back seat. But Diem and Nhu had—or at least were sharing—very little
credible information on the DRV, In the interval between crises, COS McCar-
thy moved to get the Vietnamese to set up a foreign collection service targeted
at the North. D '

Early Efforts to Build an Intelligence LiaisoxD ‘

McCarthy apparently felt obliged to approach the Vietnamese through the
Ambassador rather than use the Harwood channel to Nhu. Heath was charac-
teristically detached, telling the Station in early November 1954 that “it
remained unclear how far ‘we’ were prepared to go...in supporting the Diem
government and that we might discuss it later.” Paul Harwood tried to help,
cncouraging Diem to request help from the Ambassador. But when Diem told

i

)

|
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Heath he wanted to send someone to the Embassy to discuss intelligence mat-
ters, the Ambassador understood him merely to be ofl‘ermg another source for
debriefing.!

'

The misunderstanding was finally resolved, but Diem 'was still undecided
where to locate a new service; as late as March 1955, he was wondering aloud
in Lansdale’s company whether a new intelligence service'should reside in the
Defense Ministry or the Army. With his characteristic concern for personal
control, he chose neither. Instead, the intelligence sectior) of Nhu’s Can Lao
Party, the Political and Social Studies Service known by its French acronym
SEPES, became the locus of the collection effort aimed at North Vietnam,

'
|

St. George saw some promise in the enterprise. Although the chief of
SEPES, Nhu loyalist Dr. Tran Kim Tuyen, had no intelligence or security
experience, his deputy, whose name St. George recalled as Diep, was a capa-
ble and energetic ex-Viet Minh who seemed prepared to accept a collegial
relationship with his CIA counterparts. With Agency help, he began working
to identify potential stay-behind agents already in the North and people in the
South who might return to Hanoi as ostensible defectors.3 D

Vigorous CIA support for Ngo Dinh Diem had in St. George's view over- .
come much of the initial Vietnamese reserve, and he anticipated fruitful coop-

eration from Diep and his other SEPES contacts. | |

!
}
|
[
Nevertheless, Diem continued to depend on CIA for intelligence support,
and the Agency continued trying to build and exploit a GVN collection capa-

bility. Under the French regime, the intelligence aspect of internal security had
been located in the branch of the police called the Sureté, Renamed the Police

' FVSA 894, 3 December 1954, i

* Clandestine Service Historical Paper (CSHP) 62, “The Defeat of the Binh Xuyen Sect by the
Diem Gavernment, 10 March-3 April 1955, 15 April 1958, p. 5, copy in CIA History Staff; Lau-
rent St. George, telephone interview by Thomas L. Ahern, Camden, SC 25 August 1995. St.
George served in Saigon from mid-1953 to mid-1955. D

Y 8t. George interview, 25 August 1995, D

+ Ibid. | ,
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|and the Afency chose it as the locus.
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subversives |

of an effort at joint coverage of the Viet Cong.’

!
l
i
i
|
i

o . . . !
In intelligence liaison as in everything else, the sense of urgency generated
by the weakness of the early Diem government demanded creative solutions
when normal procedures could not promise immediate results. The regular Sta-

tion lacked personnel to exploit apparent PS

effort, but COS McCarthy could find no place 5
officers. So Headquarters approached | '

B receptivity to a collaborative

N

to cover new

T

Agency

officers were dispatched under this arrangement, and arrived in Saigon in mid-
1955. Such expedients did not, unfortunately, guarantee results, and when St.
George left in late summer there had been no visible progress.” |

Military Civic Action in the Viet Minh ZoncsD :

However important for the long term, the question of creating a South Viet-
namese intelligence capability paled before the continuous crisis of govern-
mental authority. In late 1954, therefore, Ed Lansdale and Paul Harwood were
devoting most of their attention to the threats to Diem’s survival. The Prime
Minister’s distaste for political coalition-building had eroded the regular Sta-
tion’s early hopes that he might emerge as political competition for Ho Chi
Minh, and the “National Revolution” theme graduaﬁlly faded from Harwood’s
reporting after September 1954. Although there are later references to the
elections scheduled for July 1956, both Harwood anid Lansdale began to focus
their efforts on the creation of popular support for Diem south of the 17th par-
allel. Harwood’s organizational program with Nhu quickly collided, as we

|

|
i
i
!
|
i
I
'
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have seen, with the desperate shortage of competent people. The absence of an
attractive ideology or positive program seems also to have stood in the way. of
creating a credible alternative to Ho Chi Minh. D :

Lansdale had at least the Army to work with. At the end of 1954, having
observed the near-absence of a civilian governmental apparatus in the coun-
tryside, he persuaded Diem and the new ambassador, General Collins, to use
the Army as the government's main tool for rural pacification. In early
November, Lansdale’s men had seen the promising civic action work initiated
by a Vietnamese Army commander in the Mekong Delta near Soc Trang, and
Lansdale induced Diem to visit the area.® Diem was impressed and subse-
quently accepted Lansdale’s proposal to give the Army both mlhtary and civil
powers in the Viet Minh zones scheduled for reoccupation under the terms of
the Geneva Accords. 9D

Lansdale wanted an executive role in the program. General O’Daniel
needed a plan for MAAG support to the government’s occupation of areas
being vacated by the Viet Minh, and Lansdale volunteered to write it. When
O’Danicl approved the document, Lansdale took it to Diem, who issued it
with only minor changes in late December as the government’s National Secu-
rity Action (Pacification) Directive. Then, although he was technically not
even a MAAG officer but an assistant air attaché, Lansdale persuaded
O’Daniel to put him in command of the new MAAG division charged with
pacification support. From this position, in early January 1955, he persuaded
Ambassador Collins to make him the coordinator of all US Mission activity,
civilian and military, supporting pacification. The entire gamblt had taken him

léss than six weeks. “’D '

A month later, on 8 February 1955, the government began the reoccupation
of the Camau Peninsula, the southern tip 6f the country and' the first of two
zones designated for the assembly of Viet Minh cadres being regrouped to the
North. In both areas, Camau and the coastal provinces of Andam from south-
ern Quang Nam to Phu Yen, Viet Minh control had gone uncontested since the
end of World War II. Lansdale saw their reoccupation by the Vietnamese
Army as an opportunity to display the merits of military civic action. But the
Camau operation began before Lansdale’s people could impatt the Philippine
example to all the participating Vietnamese military, and results were mixed.
Where the troops were prepared and an Operation Brotherhood medical team

1
: | |

8 CSHP ﬁThe Saigon Mili(ary Mission, June 1954 to December 1956, 2 vols., October 1970,
I1, p. 16. '

Y CSHP 113, 1, p. 149.
19 Ibid., p. 149-153
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Operation "Gia-Phong: ™ President Diem follow

of Qui Nhon

s the roops into the

Operation "Gia Phong: " troops of the National Army’s 31st Division entering a Binh Dinh vil-

lage. One result of this “national security action: " young people returned from the hills (captions

by Ed Lansdale)
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was on hand, the new Saigon government presence seemed to be well
received by a civilian population accustomed to Viet Minh rule. Elsewhere,

' Lansdale implied, the welcome was more tepid. ”D !

There was time for more thorough preparation of - the second pacification
operation which was launched in late April 1955 in the southern Binh Dinh-
northern Phu Yen portion of Central Vietnam. Lansdale claimed to have per-
suaded Diem to name as its commander a capable officer, Colonel Le Van Kim,
whom Diem distrusted for his French associations. Licutenant Rufus Phillips,

hater the supervisor of Ameri-

can support to Nhu's Strategic Hamlet program, represented Lansdale in this
operation. In both Camau and Central Vietnam, the Vietnames¢ wanted to min-

imize direct US participation in order to prevent the appearance of foreign con-
trol. Phillips, in both operations the only American observer, Judged the second
to be highly successful. As the Army demonstrated its discipline and good will,
he witnessed an increasingly warm welcome by the civilian population.

Among the signs of this welcome was the help volunteered by the local citi-
zenry in locating a number of Viet Minh arms caches. ‘ZD i

Phillips also witnessed the clearly spontaneous enthusiasm that greeted Ngo

Dinh Diem when the Prime Minister acceded to Lansdale’s urging to visit Qui -

Nhon, the recently reoccupied capital of Binh Dinh Provmce At the airstrip
there, as the crowd grew, a Filipino with Operation Brotherhood led several
Vietnamese in lifting Diem up onto their shoulders. Diem was both terrified
by the manhandling—he loathed being touched—and dehghted by the

crowd’s response. On another occasion, dressed in the customary white shark-

skin suit, he even waded into a flooded paddy ﬁeld to greet some astonished
rice farmers. Y| \

The successes of the two pacification operations led Phillips, among others, -

to believe that the combined deployment of civilian and mllltary resources
under the civic action rubric constituted a valid approach to thq assimilation of
previously Viet Minh-controlled areas. There were, however, two obstacles to
such a program. One was the short-term participation of the Vietnamese Army

]

P

i
" CSHP 113, 1, p. 153-157; CSHP 113, 1, p. 24-25; interview by Thomas Ahern,
McLean, VA, 20 January 1964 (hereafter cited as interview, 20 January 1964);:

12 CSHP 113, 1, pp. 153-166

13 Lansdale, In the Midst of Wars, pp. 242-243; Rufus Phillips, interview by Thomas Ahem,
McLean, VA, 11 October 1989 (hereafter cited as Phillips interview, 11 Outobcr 1989); Harwood
interview, 25 October 1989. E’
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First lessons at Long-My: Lt-Col Duc explains brotherhood between soldiers and civilians. SMM

psywarrior Phillips and friend Banzon listen in rear (caption by Ed Lansdale ). —~

in any given operation and the inability of the regular civilian administration
to replace it. Phillips and the Vietnamese commander, Colonel Le Van Kim,
saw the same administrative vacuum in Binh Dinh that had earlier been
pointed out to Paul Harwood in Vinh Long. They tried to get the military com-
mitment in Central Vietnam extended, but to no avail. Since there was no
functioning civilian apparatus to take over from the army, the success of the
pacification campaign proved transitory. Phillips never got an explanation for
the government’s failure to exploit the opening created by the Army’s appar-
ent success in Central Vietnam. If Lansdale intervened with Diem on the mat-
ter, no report of their discussion survives. ™

The second obstacle was the uneven participation of the various agencies,
all working more or less autonomously, that comprised the US Mission.
MAAG and the US Information Service gave unqualified support. The eco-
nomic aid section hesitated, however, fearing that to channel resources to civic
action through the Defense Ministry would undermine its regular programs of
support Lo embryonic civilian ministries. Lansdale, as coordinator, controlled
the deployment only of such resources as individual agencies were willing to
commit. Only after persistent Lansdale jawboning did the economic aid peo-
ple agrec to help. It then took until 1957 for their first contribution to arrive in

4 Phillips interview, 11 October 1989, The record contains no information on the reasons for
withdrawing the Army, or by whom the decision was made, |

SERET/X1
65

UNCLASSIFIED




C01268718 sEdREMNGLASSIFIED

‘ Vietnam-—235,000 pairs of sewing scissors.’® Yet Diem seems to have been

’ genuinely enthusiastic about the potential of civic action. In May 1955, with
Lansdale's encouragement, he appointed a Commissioner General for Civic
Action, responsible directly to the Palace. In this as in other efforts aimed at
the countryside, the principal concern of both Lansdale and the Prime Minis-
ter was to find a surrogate agent to undertake the rural administration that
seemed beyond the capacity of the regular bureaucracy to handle. '

More Trouble with the Sects.

Whatever its long-term importance, the establishment of an effective gov-
ernmental presence in the countryside could get only passing attention while
Ngo Dinh Diem’s opponents still challenged his authority in Saigon. In the
early months of 1955, the prospect of an Army mutiny had receded, and the
main threat now came from sect leaders trying to preserve the armed forces
that guaranteed their local autonomy.

\ : «

Hoa Hae General Ngo, whom President Diem desired be taught the prec epls of love by us. After

knowing us, the beard was trimmed (caption by Ed Lansdale)
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As noted, Ed Lansdale had met several of the sect 1eaders in September
1954. Undertaken at Diem’s request, these contacts included not only the
maverick Cao Dai leader, Trinh Minh The, but also General Nguyen Thanh
Phuong, commander of the regular Cao Dai forces, and two Hoa Hao gener-
als. Now, apparently abetted by local French interests, all but General The
challenged Diem’s authority. The immediate issue was the fate of the sect
forces. If Diem were to become more than a néo-colonial figurehead, he
would have to find the moral and materjal leverage necded either to integrate
sect forces into the regular Army or to dissolve them. ‘7D

Diem’s response was, as usual, to solicit Amencan support. He cannily
exploited both Lansdale’s idealism and what he must have recognized as the
uncoordinated activities of the Lansdale and regular Stations. Perhaps mindful
of the fallout from Lansdale’s delivery of funds to General The in September
1954, Diem now relied on the Harwood-Nhu channel for cash inducements.
For Lansdale, he had another mission, that of demonstrating to the skeptical
sect leaders Diem’s command of American support by serving as a Palace
intermediary. He did not acknowledge this purpose to Lansdale, who appar-
ently took at face value Diem’s request to approach Hoa Hao General Ngo and
teach him “how to earn the love and affection of his people.”“‘l:]

Diem took a similar approach to ensuring the cooperation of Nhu’s Cao Dai
confederate, Trinh Minh The. In late January and early February, as Lansdale
negotiated with The on Diem’s behalf, he was apparently unaware of simulta-
neous bargaining between Nhu and the Cao Dai, although Nhu kept Harwood
continuously informed. As a result, Lansdale viewed his role as more opera-
tive than was actually the case. For his part, Harwood knew nothing of Lans-

dale’s participation. In any case, the parallel ncgotiations had the desired

effect, and one regiment of General The’s forces was integrated on
13 February 1955.'°-Meanwhile, Lansdale continued to represent Diem in
talks with other sect leaders less receptive to government authority than Gen-
eral The.l:l

With French support of the sect armies coming to an end, General O’Daniel
and French High Commissioner Paul Ely named Lansdale to head a joint
Franco-American military team to work out arrcmgements for their demobili-
zation or mtegumon into the regular Army. Conmstently more fearful of a

I

7 CSHP 113, ], p. 10-11
| ] ,

i ihid. [ ]
19 CSHP 113, 1, p. 73. Lansdale reported the troops of this regiment as “pledged...to SMM who in
turn had insisted that they be loyal to Vietnam"” (CSHP 113, II, p. 26). Also see Harwood inter-
view, 21 June 1990, and Memorandum from the Special Assistant [Anderton] to the Ambassador
{Collins], “Confidential Funds Project,” 25 March 1955, AN 68A: 5159, Box 124, Records Grou,
84, National Archives and Records Administration, Suitland, MD (hereafter cited as NARA),
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sectarian rebellion than other Americans on the scene, Lansdale persuaded
O’Daniel and Ely to reassure the sect leaders with a mid-March series of brief-
ings on Franco-American plans.? Still unpersuaded that Diem would respect
their interests, sect leaders including the presumptive Diem loyalist Trinh
Minh The formed a United Sects National Front. On 21 March, they issued a
manifesto giving Diem five days in which, as Lansdale put it, to “clean out his
entire government.” Otherwise, they “would go to the peoplé.”2!

As the crisis intensified on the evening of 20 March, Lansdale found him-
self beginning a four-hour session with the Prime Minister. Dlem complaincd
not only about the sects, but about his own Defense Mmlster’s presumption in
wanting authority to dismiss “undesirable” Army officers. During the next
two days, Lansdale shuttled frantically between Diem and the Cao Dai, assur-
ing Diem that The, at least, was still loyal to the government, despite having
signed the manifesto. Ambassador Collins, whom Lansdale had kept
informed, wanted to be helpful. He thought he might be able to reassure Cao
Dai Generals Phuong and The. But at the ensuing meeting on 22 March, Col-
lins waxed censorious, criticizing the manifesto and questioning its authors’
patriotism. It went so badly that Lansdale felt constrained to ask Collins, at the
end of the session, to explain to his visitors that three note- takmg American
participants were Embassy officials, not Journalists. Z2D

Lansdale saw Diem the evening of 22 March. Diem was still worried about
control of the military and about Collins having told him that Defense Minis-
ter Minh was responsible for the Army.

!

I explained that Collins was actually defining the chain-of-com-
mand, [and that this had been] prompted by Diem ordermg troop
movements without notifying Minh, Djem asked for an American
‘job description® of his responsibilities as President; so I outlined
those of the US President.? |

As the crisis mounted, Lansdale noticed a strange pa9s1v1ty in Diem’s
reaction:

Diem does very little constructive planning in such times of stress;
or, at least he has not told me his plans; he pays scant attention to
such planning, seems eager to continue reporting the events of the
day, what Ambassador Collins has termed “crymg on my
shoulder.”24

= CSHP 113, 1, pp. 66-68, 73—79‘D _ >
 CSHP 62,p. 6 |

% Joid. p. 8] . !
n Ibid.]j o
" CSHP G2, p. 6 | ‘
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Lansdale tried to fill the gap, suggesting various polmcal and public relations
maneuvers that Diem might use to regain the pohtlcal initiative against the
sects. He also tried to mediate the enduring dispute between Diem and General
Phuong over pay and subsistence to Cao Dai troops. Of his method in resolving
a dispute over the amount already paid, Lansdale later said that, “As usual, I had
checked {the matter] out with both parties, telling them that I preferred taking
such matters up openly rather than going behind their backs ””D

Headquarters and Harwood,. meanwhlle were dealmg with sect demands
for more money. The total amount of this support is not known, but in one
action, the DCI approved b’n March 1955'for use in both covert
action and intelligence collection in Saigon. With Ambassador Collins’s con-
currence, Harwood promised Nhu on the 22nd that he would shortly get

piasters (about| | for distribution to sect leaders; another
iasters might become available later. 26[:]‘

t

The Binh Xuyen InsurrectionD !

On 29 March, after a week of inconclusive maneu{lering, Cao Dai leaders
Phuong and The came to Lansdale claiming that the Hoa Hao were colluding
with the Binh Xuyen gang in plans to stage a coup de force. They expected an
immediate move and implored Lansdale to get Phuong’s troops integrated into
the national army to prevent their being suborned by ithe anti-Diem Cao Dai
pope, Pham Ngoc Tac. Lansdale undertook to discuss the matter with Collins.
Al the same time, Diem was telling the French that he was aboul to use the
Army to take over the National Police headquarters. General Ely pressured
him into postponing an attack, but the Binh Xuyen preempted the issue, open-
ing fire on Army posts in Saigon. Mortar rounds landed on the Palace
grounds, and Lansdale wanted to go to Diem for firsthand reporting of devel-
opments. General O’Daniel, apparently concerned for Lansdale’s safety,
refused to let him go. 27D ;

Harwood visited the Palace that evening, and recalled ducking for cover
when an explosion rocked the room. He and found himself staring at Diem,
Nhu, and the President’s military aide underncath the map table at which they
had been standing. Sent to find out what was going on, the President’s aide

» Ibid., pp. 6, 9[:]
2 Undated blind memorandum, apparently prepared by ARC staff, Memoran-
dum, Special Assistant [McCartby] to the Ambassador [Collins), “Confidential Funds Project,”

25 March 1955, filed in CIA History Staff. There is no basis for the figure of:uscd,
according to Frances FitzGerald, by “most historians of the period” (Frances FitzGerald, Fire in

the Lake [New York: Vintage Books, 1973], p. 106).| |

7Ibid., pp. 12-15] ]
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returned to say that snipers in a house next to the Palace ha‘d.fired on a passing
Army convoy. Its commander thereupon brought up a 105mm howitzer and
fired it point blank through the offending house. Harwood had been at the Pal-
ace almost daily during the crisis debriefing Nhu and, on Collins’s behalf, urg-
ing Diem to refrain from deploying the Army against the Binh Xuyen. On this
visit, he was there to check out a French report of a Vietnamese Army advance
toward Binh Xuyen territory in Cholon. Diem gave assurances that he had
made no such move and did not intend to do so. 28|:| i

Lansdale was horrified to find out the next morning that Ely had used the
threat of French armed intervention to impose a ceasefire, and that Collins

" supported him. Lansdale protested that “the French Army in effect was assum-

ing a role which made Saigon a protectorate.” Collins disagreed, insisting that
the French role was only that of mediator. Diem saw it as Lansdale did and
complained that Ely had proclaimed himself “commandet-in-chief.” But Ely
and Collins prevailed, at least for the moment. In one devélopment that grati-
fied Lansdale, Diem and General Phuong agreed that day, 30 March, to inte-
grate 8,000 more Cao Daij troops into the national Army, th;us denying them to
the sects’ dissident United Front.”‘:] i

Meanwhile, Nhu kept Harwood informed of his own efforts to defuse the
crisis. While Diem was again using Lansdale as his emissary to Trinh Minh
The, Nhu continued his personal negotiations with The and Phuong. A Station
report of 29 March, apparently from Nhu, described a meeting at which The
agreed to withdraw from the sects” United Front and Phuong undertook to
leave the Cabinet. The two Cao Dai generals performed as promised, and
Nhu’s authority as both negotiator and reporting source was accordingly
enhanced.® While the Embassy was reporting that the rest'of the Cabinet was
about to quit, Harwood told Washington that it wouldn’t:! Nhu had said that
none of its members had the fortitude to confront Diem Wwith a resignation.
None did, and they all stayed, at least for the time being.3!

On 31 March, probably at French instigation, Bao .Dai sent Diem a
reproachful telegram from his retreat in Cannes. It deplored the bloodshed—
there had been a hundred or so casualties—and obliquely suggestcd that Diem
resign. (The Emperor sent it twice, once in the clear to ensure that Diem’s ene-
mies were kept informed.) Ely and Collins maintained their pressure on Diem
not to act against the Binh Xuyen, and the Prime Ministcr was reduced to
asking Lansdalc whether this meant that the French and the Americans were

% Note from Paul Harwood, November 1995; Harwood interview, 21 June 1990. D
» CSHP 62, pp. 14-15, 17)

 Intelligence report CS PD 454, 29 March 1955,:, ‘

3 Harwood interview, 17 October 1989
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planning to depose him. Lansdale assured him to the ,céntrary, but could offer
no help when Diem complained of the corrosive effect on his authority of the

-enforced standoff. But Lansdale could at least ensure that the Vietnamese pet-

ception of events was conveyed to Washington. The day after the French pre-

vented a showdown with the Binh Xuyen, he spent three and a half hours in

the prime ministerial bedroom, debriefing people sentin to'him by Dicm.”l:|
b

During this phase of the crisis, Defense Minister Ho Thong Minh resigned

over Diem’s refusal to guarantee prior consultation with the Cabinet before
moving against the Binh Xuyen. Collins thought this an example of Diem’s
inability to manage people of independent views and reacted by threatening
Diem with the withdrawal of US support if Minh were not retained. Minh left
the Cabinet anyway, and on 31 March Collins intimated to Washington that he
had given up. Diem, he said, had had a “fair chance” to set up a working gov-
emment, but had “produced little if anything of a constructlve nature.” Lans-
dale, meanwhile, complained to Headquarters that he thought Collins
destructively inconsistent in criticizing Diem for passivity while preventing

him from curbing the Binh Xuyen, now the single most immediate threat to

the government’s authority. [ | \

Lansdale’s major points of disagreement with Coliins were the morale of
the Army and the sincerity of Cao Dai Generals Phuong and The, who simul-
taneously professed loyalty to Diem and trafficked w1th the anti-Diem leader-

ship of the sects’ United Front. Lansdale and the regular Station, supported by

the MAAG and the Military Attaché, thought the Artny could whip the Binh
Xuyen, and Lansdale was certain of the good faith of his Cao Dai interlocu-
tors. Collins was doubtful on both counts. Despite being discouraged by the
State Department from exploring alternatives to Diem, he wrote John Foster
Dulles on 7 April that “my judgment is that Diem does not have the capac-
ity...to prevent this country from falling under Communist control.”ﬁj

Gencral Collins vs. Ngo Dinh Diem

% Pearing that

Collins would object to the proposal, Lansdale asked Headquarters to approve

® CSHP 62, pp. 18,22-27] ] :

I Lawton Collivs, Telegrams to Department of State, 29 and 31 March 1955, Foreign Relations
of the United States, 195557, 1, Vietnam, pp. 158, 169 (hercafter cited as FRUS),

# SATG 6517, 20 April 1955, cited in CSHP 113, 1, p. 101.[_]

% J. Lawton Collins, Telegram to Department of State, 7 April 1955 FRUS 1955-57, Vietnam, I,
p. 219, D |
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it without ambassadorial coordination. Washington symbaﬂ)ized with his
dilemma, but insisted that Collins be consulted. As it turned out, Collins
readily approved the idea. At that point, however, John Foster Dulles had
already endorsed a suggestion from the DDP, Frank Wisner, to postpone final
word to the Station until Washington could discuss the plan directly with the
Ambassador, who was to be recalled for consultations on Diem’s political
future. Lansdale, meanwhile, was to temporize if Diem pressed him on the
matter.”D . ,

Apprehensive about the line that Collins would take in Washington, Lans-
dale cabled the DCI asking for permission to accompany the Ambassador to
Washington. The reply, from Wisner, turned him down, but 111rged him to try to
prevent a damaging rejection by Diem of Collins’s latest recommendations for
government appointments. Lansdale spent the two days before Collins’s
20 April departure shuttling between the Palace and the Embassy, but was
unable to prevent what he saw as a fundamental misunderstanding between
Diem and Collins. The result was that Collins left for Washington persuaded
that Diem would take only sycophantic yes-men into the Cabinet, whereas
Lansdale thought Diem was insisting merely that they be “anticolonialist hon-
est courageous men.”*® Lansdale seems to have been taking Diem at his word,
while Collins, who never questioned Diem’s sincerity, had the better apprecia-
tion for what this formula would mean in practice.|:] :

Harwood was experiencing the same problems with Nhu that Lansdale con-
fronted with Diem. On 21 April 1955, just after Collins’s departure, Harwood
‘predicted to Headquarters that, at an impending discussion of the police prob-
lem, Nhu would ask why Diem was being prevented from asserting control of
his own government. Harwood had alrcady received Nhu’s letter protesting
Collins’s latest effort at Cabinet-broadening. The letter noted that Collins had
acknowledged consulting other Vietnamese on a reorganized government,
Nhu insisted that compliance by Diem would mean “the negation of the whole
revolutionary ideal...and the realization of a regime like that of Chiang Kai-
shek, ending in a Viet Minh victory, they alone being capable of sweeping

away all this rot.”39|:| :

% One subsequent cable from Lansdale gives the amount as piasters. SAIG 6925,

16 May 1955/ [Later the'Station advanced |
piasters, which was ultimately returned. SAIG 8226, 29 August 1955, ibid.; Redick inter-

view, 28 September 1989.D '

¥ CSHP 113, 1, pp. 95-97. The whole thing came to naught when Diem concluded that the

authors of the idea could not produce. He returned the money in late August, but used Lansdale as

intermediary in unproductive negotiations until shortly before Ba Cut was ctaptured in April 1956.

% CSHP 113, 1, pp. 97-98; SAIG 6517, 20 April 1955, quoted in CSHP 113, 1, p. 100 |
» SAIG 6523, 21 April 1955, '

!
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This apocalyptic vision of the results of a non-Communist coalition illus-
trates the perceptual gap, in the matter of defining a legitimate authority for
South Vietnam, that already separated the Ngo brothers from their American
sponsors. Diem had once written that “a sacred respect is due to the person of
the sovereign. ...He is the mediator between the people and Heaven as he cel-
ebrates the national cult.”* In the midst of the struggle with the sects, Diem

“and Nhu seem to have seen their mission in terms both mystical and propri-
etary. The Americans, on the other hand, might be divided as to tactics, but all
saw the task as one of trying to reconcile the various anti-Communist interests
and beginning the construction of a popularly based government while hold-
ing off the Viet Minh ‘

i

The divergence of American opinion over tactics, which persisted until the
eve of the coup in 1963, resulted in a relationship with Diem that was adver-
sarial at two levels. First was the opposition of the US officials who thought
Diem incapable of succeeding and wanted him replaced. The second level
arose from the tensjon between Diem and those Américans who saw him as
the only candidate for leadership of an anti-Communist South Vietnam, but
who wanted him to accept their views of the institutio