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Nolting,
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Mr. Helms, Assistant Secretary
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Mr. Colby (CIA), Mr. Bundy,
General Clifton, Mr. Forrestal,
Mr. Bromley
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The meeting began with a briefing by Mr. Colby who read an
extract from the situation report cabled from Saigon by the CIA staff
chief. 3 Mr. Colby said we had tried to clear up the confusion caused by
a telegram sent commercially
from an unknown person in Laguna
Beach, California, to Ambassador Lodge in Saigon urging him to try to
overthrow Diem. Reports had reached Washington to the effect that
Diem thought this message was an instruction from the President to
Lodge. ’
General Taylor reported on the U.S. forces in the area available to
evacuate Americans in Vietnam, if required. He said 3000 to 4000
evacuees could be airlifted by U.S. forces now in Vietnam. Other U.S.
forces are being moved closer to Saigon so that they can respond more
’ For documention
on U.S. relations with Vietnam
during the first part of 1963, see
volume III.
2 Source: Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Meetings
and Memoranda
Series Meetinas
on Vietnam.
Tou Secret. Drafted
bv Bromlev
Smith. There are two other
records of &is meeting:
a mekorandum
of con&sation
Gy H&man,
August 28 (i&id.,
Hilsman
Papers, Country
Series-Vietnam,
State memcons)
and a memorandum
for the
record by Krulak,
August
28 (National
Defense
University,
Taylor Papers, Vietnam,
chap. XXIII).
’ Apparent
reference
to vol. III, p. 671.
‘See the editorial note, infra.
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quickly and move a larger number of people. Ambassador Lodge has
expressed his concern that the airlift capability is inadequate. Admiral
Felt is engaged now in figuring out ways of increasing the number of
Americans who could be removed from dangerous areas promptly in
an emergency. The airlift in Vietnam outside of Saigon is substantial.
In response to a question, General Taylor said there were over 4000
Americans in Saigon, excluding the military. ’
General Taylor said that Vietnamese forces loyal to Diem in the
Saigon area outnumbered
two to one the forces we believed would
follow rebel generals in the event of a coup. Outside of Saigon, the
forces controlled by generals who might rebel outnumbered
Diem’s
forces. He concluded that in the long run the forces controlled by rebel
generals would outnumber forces which would remain loyal to Diem.
He cautioned that a head count of troops was not all-important
because a small number of tough units could control the situation even
though outnumbered by less well-trained forces.
Mr. Hilsman said that General Dinh is the key to the situation. [1
sentence (IV2 lines) not declassified]
Ambassador Nolting said that, as he pointed out yesterday, he
believed that Diem and Nhu knew of our activity with the generals.
Mr. Ball reported that Ambassador Lodge and General Harkins
had suggested that we or they leak to the press the movement of the
7th Fleet to a position off Saigon. The President doubted this suggestion should be approved because our fleet movement would appear to
be such obvious evidence of an intention of the U.S. to intervene
militarily in Vietnam.
Secretary McNamara stated that he believed we should decide
first whether we are backing the Vietnamese generals in their effort to
overthrow Diem. If we are, then we should plan how to induce doubtful generals to defect. In his view, events have almost pulled us along
in the last twenty-four hours.
Mr. Ball said that it would be difficult if not impossible for us to
live with a situation in which Nhu was ascendant in Vietnam. He
believed we had no option but to back a coup. We are already beyond
the point of no return. The question is how do we make this coup
effort successful.
Mr. McNamara said he believed that we should not proceed as if
we were being pushed. If we decided to back a coup we should go in
to win. The cables he had read from Saigon raised doubt in his mind
that the coup generals could overthrow Diem. At least initially, forces
loyal to Diem can overpower forces opposing him.
’ Krulak’s memorandum for the record is the most detailed of the three versions of
this meeting. See the editorial note, infra.
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The President noted that both Ambassador Lodge and General
Harkins had recommended that we go ahead. He did not believe we
should take the position that we have to go ahead because we have
gone so far already. If a coup is not in the cards, we could unload. The
generals talking about a coup did not appear to be very enthusiastic.
Mr. Bundy commented on the consequences of backing off vs. the
consequences of going forward. He believed we should decide today
what we should do to defect the generals. Every time we act to help
the rebel generals we reduce our freedom to choose between going
ahead or breaking off efforts to overthrow Diem.
Mr. Ball said that one major change which we could make would
be to instruct our military officers to talk to the generals. Up to this
point, we had had no contact with the coup generals except through
CIA officials. Until our military officers contact the generals, several
generals who we now consider doubtful would not shift to supporting
the group planning to overthrow Diem.
The President commented that we had asked General Harkins
twice if he approved of our going ahead in support of a coup. Both
Ambassador Lodge and General Harkins say we should support the
rebel generals.
In response to the President’s question, Ambassador Nolting said
he was surprised when he learned that General Harkins favored our
supporting a coup. Further encouragement to the generals opposing
Diem runs counter to our agreement on continuing economic assistance which we reached with Diem some time ago. Diem foresaw at
that time a disagreement with the U.S. about how they were running
the internal affairs of Vietnam. Nolting said he had grave reservations
about proceeding against Diem. The good faith of the U.S. is involved.
In addition, he had given personal commitments to Diem which were
based on instructions sent to him from Washington when he was
Ambassador. We should not support a coup in the expectation that we
can get another government which we can deal with and a base on
which we can win the war against the Viet Cong. Supporting a coup is
bad in principle and sets a bad precedent. The alternatives he saw are
three:
1. To decide to support the coup generals and help them line up a
preponderance of force so that there would be a quick takeover.
2. Back off from contacts already made with dissident generals,
which he admitted would be difficult to do.
3. Leave the dissident generals alone and, if they have the guts to
attempt a coup, support them at that time.
Mr. Bundy called attention to the difference between gaining operational control of a coup and the present situation in which we are
merely telling the generals that we understand how they feel about
Diem and that we can’t live with the Nhus.
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Mr. Hilsman said there were some things we could do in which
the U.S. hand would not show.
Mr. Ball, commenting
on Ambassador Nolting’s statement, said
Diem had broken promises he had made to us. The actions they are
taking are in violation of good faith. He was not sympathetic to the
allegation that we were breaking commitments. He cited reports which
indicate that Diem and his followers are taking anti-American actions.
He saw the situation as follows:
1. We can’t win the war a ainst the Communists with Diem in
control. The U.S. position in t k e eyes of the world is being badly
damaged. Hence, we can’t back off from our all-out opposition to
Diem and Nhu.
2. If we merely let the generals proceed and then, if the fail to
overthrow Diem, we have lost as well. This outcome is half-ba Eed and
no good.
3. We decide to do the job right. There is no other acceptable
alternative. We must decide now to go through to a successful overthrow of Diem.
Mr. Harriman stated his agreement with the position expressed by
Mr. Ball.
Secretary Dillon commented that if anything starts it will be labeled as a U.S. show from the very beginning. If we decide to back the
rebel generals we must do whatever is required to be certain they
succeed in overthrowing Diem.
The President said we should decide what we can do here or
suggest things that can be done in the field which would maximize the
chances of the rebel generals. We should ask Ambassador Lodge and
General Harkins how we can build up military forces which would
carry out a coup. At present, it does not look as if the coup forces could
defeat Diem.
Secretary Dillon interrupted to say, “Then don’t go.”
The President asked the Defense Department to come up with
ways of building up the anti-Diem forces in Saigon.
Mr. Hilsman said that Ambassador Lodge was asking standby
authority:
1. To suspend all economic aid to the Diem government, but
continue aid by giving it directly to the generals.
2. To suspend all U.S. operations in Vietnam.
3. To assist the coup generals by making U.S. military equipment
available to them.
4. To make a public announcement that the U.S. was supporting
the forces trying to overthrow Diem.
Secretary McNamara
and General Harkins:

thought

we should tell Ambassador

Lodge
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5

we can’t
fails. He
the rebel
the cou
genera Ps

Mr. Bundy commented
that most generals favor a coup and
pointed out that the U.S. controls all military assistance being given to
Diem.
Mr. Harriman said that we have lost Vietnam if the coup fails. He
believes we cannot win the war with the Nhus. We have lost the fight
in Vietnam and must withdraw if a coup does not take place. We put
Diem in power and he has doublecrossed us. Diem and his followers
have betrayed us. He favored removing Nhu and felt that it was a
mistake that we had not acted a long time ago. We had made a
mistake in working with Nhu on the strategic hamlet plan.
Mr. Hilsman said that we can’t stop the generals now and that
they must go forward or die. He agreed that we cannot win the war
unless Diem is removed.
In response to the President’s question, Mr. Harriman said we had
been winning the war with Diem because the generals were with him.
The generals are defecting now because of the recent actions which
Diem had taken against the Buddhists. In the present situation, the
opposition to Diem can be rallied.
The President thought we should go back to Ambassador Lodge
and General Harkins again, telling them that counting up the forces
favoring Diem and the forces opposing Diem, it was clear that Diem
held the balance of power.
Mr. Bundy said our request of Ambassador Lodge and General
Harkins should be specific in that we should ask them how they
evaluate the pro-Diem and anti-Diem forces. He noted that both Ambassador Lodge and General Harkins counted heavily on the caliber of
the various troops.
The Attorney General expressed his concern as to whether we
knew what we would do if Diem acted to destroy the coup before the
generals were ready to pull it off. He noted that some people thought
Diem knew already of the coup plans. Diem would know that if the
coup were successful he would be finished. and, therefore, he would
obviously try to break up a coup by arresting the generals before they
were ready. He thought we should figure out how we could offset any
action of Diem to destroy the forces opposing him.
6 See the editorial note, injra.
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Ambassador Nolting asked what condition Vietnam would be in
if a coup is successful. He was not clear whether the resulting govemment would bring about stable leadership or whether the rebelling
generals would be unable to agree on who should be the leader.
Mr. Hilsman said the generals could put the Vice President of
Vietnam in power and govern the country the way the generals have
in Korea. He acknowledged that we have little information about how
the generals plan to run the country if they are successful. He expressed his strong view that Diem and Nhu would have to be exiled.
Ambassador Nolting said that only Diem can hold this fragmented country together. ’ Possibly Diem could get Nhu and his wife
to leave, but he doubted this would be possible. We should try once
again to persuade Diem to remove Nhu and Madame Nhu. Ambassador Lodge had chosen not to try to do this for fear of exposing the
coup generals to a sudden reaction by Diem if Diem refused to remove
the Nhus.
Governor Harriman stated his disagreement. The political situation in Vietnam will blow up sometime. We have in Vietnam a situation similar to that which existed in Korea under Syngman Rhee. The
political forces in Vietnam will rally quickly against Diem.
Ambassador Nolting said that Nhu was not anti-American nor is
Diem.
The President asked that the group adjourn now, to meet again at
6:00 PM.
Bromley
’ See the editorial
note, infra.
a Printed from a copy that bears this typed
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Both Hilsman’s memorandum
of conversation and Krulak’s memorandum for the record treat William E. Colby’s briefing during the
noon meeting with the President in greater detail (see footnote 4,
supra). Hilsman’s account reads as follows:
“The meeting began
tary operations continue
have appeared on some
tion General Don is not

with the CIA briefing-Saigon
is uiet; milibut at a lessened pace; photograp R s of Nhu
public buildings; contrary to earlier informain the hospital but at his post; the JGS state-
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ment assuming responsibility for martial law; and some GVN action to
surface new Buddhist leaders, returning some Buddhists to their
homes who have promised to be cooperative.
“On operations, Colby noted that the meeting with Bi Minh
would be at 8:15 p.m. Washington time today. Colby brie 7ed the
report on the Khiem meeting; on the forces as reported in cabled traffic
and on the CIA Station’s assessment of the situation [document number
not declassified]. There was some discussion of the message intercepted
by Tung from the crack ot in Laguna Beach. The Attorney General
suggested that CIA shou Pd arrange for several more messages from the
same person to thoroughly discredit the cable since Khiem apparently
feels that President Diem believes that this is a genuine instruction.”
(Memorandum
of conversation by Hilsman, August 28; Kennedy Library, Hilsman Papers, Country Series-Vietnam,
State memcons) For
text of the JGS statement, see American Foreign Policy: Current Documents, 1963, pages 865-866. The CIA document from Saigon is printed
in volume III, page 671).
Krulak’s record of this part of the meeting reads as follows:
“Mr. Colby described the Saigon situation as generally unchanged, with minor troop movements in the Sai on area, relaxation
of restrictions and some release of prisoners. In ta e hinterland there
has been a slow drop in the offensive o erations, but not dramatically
so. The GVN released a statement by tK e Joint General Staff that the
military did participate in the pagoda raids and the GVN seems to be
actively engaged in generating favorable statements from the Buddhists.
“He described Ambassador Lod e’s response to the State query
regarding the situation and mentione Lf President Diem’s dissatisfaction
with a telegram that he had received from Laguna Beach, purportedly
from President Kennedy, urging replacement of the Diem ovemment.
The President asked how this could be explained, to whit a Mr. Helms
replied that the Station Chief could handle it easily.
“Mr. Colby discussed the matter of the balance of forces in the
Saigon area, reciting the content of messages which all resent had on
the subject. He was emphatic in stating that the point o Pno return had
been reached.” (Memorandum
for the record by Krulak, August 28;
National Defense University, Taylor Papers, Vietnam, chap. XXIII)
Later in the meeting, evacuation planning was discussed; see footnote 5, supra. Krulak’s memorandum
for the record reads as follows:
“General Taylor discussed the matter of military capabilities for
protection and evacuation, referring to Ambassador Lodge’s question
as to the adequacy of US military forces in the region. He pointed out
that the reaction time of the BIT task group offshore had been reduced
from 48 to 24 hours; that the shipping involved could readily lift
several thousand evacuees and the eople could be moved much
closer to the coast. He discussed the Pocation of the CVA task group
and stated that the Joint Chiefs of Staff had asked Admiral Felt what
further changes are required in response to the concern expressed by
Ambassador Lodge. General Taylor continued, noting that there were
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4 BITS on Okinawa on 24-hour alert; that C-130 aircraft were in the
process of being assembled at Okinawa, and that all related plans were
being reviewed.
“Mr. McNamara added that a most important asset is the helicopters and C-123s already in-country, which could be used to move
refugees either into the countryside or to shi s at sea. He commented
that the US forces present in Vietnam are o P neither the type nor the
size which warranted consideration for participation
in large scale
fighting.
“The President raised the question of the Embassy evacuation
plan, to which Ambassador Nolting replied that it had been recently
brought up to date and reorganized. General Taylor, from his notes,
recited key parts of the plan.”
Regarding possible United States actions which might be of assistance to the “coup generals” (see footnote 6, supra), Hilsman’s record
included the following exchange between the President and Hilsman:
“The President asked Hilsman what ideas State had for swinging
over the uncommitted
generals, and Hilsman replied that we had a
number of ideas including suitably discreet comments about the US
attitude towards the Nhus to generals such as Dinh, the leaks about
the presence of the Seventh Fleet and other US forces, [Z line not
declassified] and that State intended to work out with Defense and CIA
some suggestions along these lines.
“Hilsman also questioned the Secretary of Defense’s assumption
that we could prevent the coup from starting at this stage. He felt that,
as we had said before in the meeting, Diem and Nhu were undoubtedly aware that coup lotting was going on and that the enerals
probably now had no a Pternative to going ahead except that o B fleeing
the country. The President said that he was not sure that we were in
that deep. As he understood it, only two contacts by two CIA men had
been made with two Vietnamese generals. This was a question we
would have to look into if it was a judgment of the field that the coup
would not work.”
At the end of the meeting Ambassador Nolting made a statement
that “only Diem can hold this fragmented country together” (see
footnote 7, supra). In Hilsman’s record this statement and the subsequent disagreement between Nolting and Harriman are recorded as
follows:
“Mr. Nolting again intervened saying that he profoundly felt that
only Diem could hold this fragmented country together.
“The President said, ‘Even without the Nhus?’ Nolting replied
that he thought President Diem could be persuaded to remove Madame Nhu from the scene and at least to make brother Nhu less
conspicuous.
“Mr. Ball said emphatically
that he disagreed with Mr. Nolting’s
estimate-that
attempting to go along with Diem and Nhu spelled
nothing but disaster.
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“With some heat Mr. Harriman said that he had disagreed with
Mr. Nolting from the beginning when he first assumed office as Assistant Secretary; that he felt he was rofoundly wrong about this; and
that he was sorry to have to be so b Punt about saying this.
“Mr. Hilsman said that he wished to associate himself with Mr.
Ball and Mr. Harriman; that he felt given the history of the past few
days a Diem-Nhu
government could not in the long run win. Furthermore, looking to the other countries in this area, he wanted to point
out that the consequences of the US acquiescing in the continuation of
Nhu in a commanding
osition and acceptance of the desecration of
the temples would ma Ke our task more difficult through Asia. He
thought the President would be interested to know that the Koreans
had ordered a special study of US-South Viet-Nam relations in order
to decide how much repression the US would tolerate, to serve as a
guide for Korean actions in the upcoming elections.”

3.

The President’s Intelligence
August 28,1963 ’

Checklist,

Washington,

1. South Vietnam

A. Though some easing of martial law was evident in Saigon
yesterday, steps were being taken to tighten the security ring around
the Presidential Palace, which houses Diem and the Nhus.
B. The Palace security guard, normally provided by an elite Army
unit, is now, we hear, being drawn from units under Colonel Tung, the
pro-regime commander of the Special Forces. In addition anti-aircraft
guns have been emplaced in the Palace area.
C. Meantime, the shadow of Ngo Dinh Nhu looms ever larger.
His picture has begun to show up in public buildings-one
report says
Diem’s is coming down-and
a million posters of Nhu, resplendent in
his Youth Corps uniform, have been made up for nationwide distribution.
D. Some Army leaders fear that Nhu plans a further power grab.
E. Military operations against the Viet Cong continue, but martial
law commitments
led to the suspension of a large-scale operation in
central Vietnam and the number of small-scale government actions
has declined.
[Here follow items unrelated to Vietnam.]
’ Source: Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Chester V. Clifton Series.
Secret; Eyes Only for the President.
A note on the source text by Clifton indicates
the President
read the checklist.
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Telegram From the Commander, Military
Assistance
Command, Vietnam (Harkins) to the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (Taylor)’
Saigon, August 29, 1963-12:20

a.m.

MAC 1557. Ref State 243,’ which used my name in one or two
instances, I certainly had impression that military had concurred. Also
CINCPAC 250456Z3 indicated his opinion was incorporated in State
243 and that my support had been volunteered.
This led me to presume that there was indeed coordination at all
levels. I too had second thoughts even when I saw State 243 in that it
was a bit contradictory. On the one hand it gave Diem a chance yet at
the same time it told military to go ahead. The Amb made decision
after receiving approval of modification that his instructions were clear
to go ahead on military side. This was done and [document number not
declassifiedI reflects result of that decision. I have always been of
opinion and have so stated in past few days that whatever we do it
should be done with least bloodshed and with hopes that resultant
regardless of which
relations
between US and Vietnamese,
Vietnamese finally end up in control, should be on the same friendly
cooperative basis that has been evidenced since I have been here the
past year and a half.
I flatly refused to personally get involved unless I had approval
from highest US authority-which
I have not. On the other hand,
presuming that State 243 and 256’ represented our government’s po’ Source: Kennedy Library, National Security File, Vietnam Country Series, Defense
Cables. Top Secret; Eyes Only. Repeated to Felt, to Bundy at the White House (where it
was received at 2:43 p.m., August 28), to Rusk, Ball, and Harriman at the Department of
State, and to McCone at CIA.
* Vol. III, p. 628.
’ The text of this message is contained in CINCPAC 2819162, August 28, repeated
to the Department of State by the JCS as 2819412, August 28. The text reads as follows:
“State has sent message to Amb Lodge and exclusive to me authorizing course of
action to give Diem chance to rid himself of Nhu and his gang and to replace with best
available military and civilian. Ambassador will consult with you and CT. Note particularly line of action 2 which has to do with military leaders, I talked to WashDC while
policy was being formulated and while message being drafted and cleared. My opinion
is embodied in the message. I volunteered your support. As related matter, I have
reviewed your OPlans 60-62 and 61-62. Assistance is available on short notice but you
should anticipate possible needs and make appropriate requests.” (Kennedy Library,
National Security Files, Vietnam Country Series, Defense Cables)
’ Vol. III, p. 653.
’ Ibid., p. 667.
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sition I had no choice but to go along, As you can see from my MACV
1544 6 I thought I’d better check.
Now the die is cast though as yet we have not received the details
of how it’s to be done-and
in the final analysis, in my opinion, it will
not be accomplished unless we give the final say so.
I feel the key to the whole solution is the elimination of the Nhus
from active participation in affairs Vietnam. By elimination
I do not
mean destruction. I hope that we could even pay for a protracted leave
of absence from the post to someplace where their voice of authority
could not be heard.
I have the feeling that the military involved could live with Diem
provided the Nhus were out of the picture. Though I agreed to the
change in the terms of reference I based my agreement on the fact that
in the past when we have tried to separate Diem from the Nhus, either
in action or statement, the result has been nil. On the other hand I too
have second thought that we never actually have given Diem a chance
to react to any new instructions or advice Amb Lodge might have
imparted to him. I have not had a chance to discuss this with the Amb
and therefore do not know Diem reaction to the initial conversations. I
do know that the feelings here, both in the military and civilian, run
high against the Nhus-and
from reading reports from world wide
sources there is a great deal of concern and confusion as to just who is
running Vietnam, At this time people are choosing sides and the
various factions are lining up one against the other. Again, at this time,
it is not at all clear what the line-up will be. Big Minh has asked to
meet with CAS in the morning. Purpose of the meeting is unknown. It
might clarify some of the unknowns.
In my opinion as things stand now I don’t believe there is sufficient reason for a crash approval on our part at this time.
If, as reported and not absolutely confirmed, Nhu and cohorts
have taken enough action in the eyes of the civilians and military
here-and
the world-to
put themselves way out on the end of a
limb, it might be that if we continue the pressure on Diem, Nhu and
cohorts will be forced to take the initial actions which would make any
reaction by the local military the next logical step. To me this is bound
to come. The Vietnamese people can’t live with them, the military
can’t live with them, and neither can we.
My one hope above all is that whatever happens there will be
little or no bloodshed and we can get back to the main purpose of our
being here-helping
these very fine people fight the war against the
vc.
6 In
August
absence
support

this telegram
to Taylor, August 28, Harkins
noted that telegram
243 to Saigon,
24, implied
his support
and Felt had already
volunteered
his support.
In the
of specific instructions
and unless otherwise
directed,
therefore,
he planned
to
Lodge fully. (National
Defense University,
Taylor Papers, T-172-69)
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Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between the
Secretary of State and the President’s Special Assistant for
National Security Affairs (Bundy), Washington, August 28,
1963,5:16 p.m. *
TELEPHONE

CALL FROM MR BUNDY

B said the mtg at 6 is acquiring more importance because of a real
possible split between State and DOD-does
not think it will be the
same without Set because Harriman is so passionate and can’t speak
for Dept as Set can and Set’s and Bob’s relation is helpful. Set will be
there. B thinks Bob and Taylor think more than the record indicates
that decisions taken Sat were without adequate consultation between
State and DOD. B read from a message. ’ Pres likely to start 6 p.m. mtg
by talking with Set, McNamara, Taylor and B as notetaker to get a
slightly common front on this. B said Hilsman has most of the stuff.
’ Source: Department
of State, Rusk Files: Lot 72 D 192, Telephone
Transcribed
by Phyllis D. Bernau.
* Apparent
reference
to telegram JCS 3368-63,
vol. III, p. 675.

6.

Memorandum
Washington,

Conversations.

of a Conversation, White House,
August 28,1963,6 p.m. ’

SUBJECT
Viet-Nam
PARTICIPANTS
White House
The President
McGeorge
Bundy
Mr. Forrestal
State Department
Secretary
of State
Governor
Harriman
Assistant Secretary
Hilsman
Ambassador
Nolting

Defense Department
Secretary
of Defense McNamara
Deputy
Secretary
Gilpatric
Gen. Maxwell
Taylor
Major Gen. Victor Krulak
CIA
General Carter,
Richard Helms,
for Plans

Deputy
Deputy

Director
Director

‘Source:
Kennedy
Library,
Hilsman
Papers,
Country
Series-Vietnam,
White
House Meetings,
State memcons.
Top Secret; Eyes Only; No Distribution.
Drafted
by
H&man.
There are two other records of this meeting: a memorandum
of conference
by
Bromley
Smith, August
28 (ibid., National
Security
File, Meetings
and Memoranda,
Meetings
on Vietnam)
and a memorandum
for the record by Krulak,
August 28 (National Defense University,
Taylor Papers, Vietnam,
chap. XXIII).
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USIA
General

Treasury
Secretary

Inaction in Saigon

Kennedy

Mr. Edward

Murrow

The Vice President
Dillon

The meeting was delayed because of the preceding civil rights
meeting. The President asked the Secretary of State and the Secretary
of Defense, Mac Bundy and General Taylor to meet with him privately
in another room.
Upon their return the President announced that three messages
would be sent to Saigon-one
from General Taylor to General Harkins asking him for his personal assessment of the situation and the
plans of the generals;’ The second is a personal message from the
President to Lodge3 saying that the President wanted to be assured
that there was full coordination between Saigon and Washington; that
he wanted Ambassador Lodge’s personal and frank assessment; that
he wanted to avoid any situation in which the field was going ahead
on a plan that was against their better judgment because they thought
it was orders from Washington and that Washington was issuing instructions on the false assumption that the field agreed; the third
cable4 is the general cable drafted by McNamara, Harriman, Bundy,
Forrestal and Hilsman following this morning’s meeting. 5
The meeting broke up with Mr. Harriman’s saying “Mr. President,
I was very puzzled by the cable from General Harkins until I read the
outgoing from General Taylor.” 6 (The President had some difficulty
containing himself until everyone had left the room, whereupon he
* Injrn. According
to Smith’s memorandum
of this meeting, the President
made the
“We were in doubt about General
following
remarks
about the message to Harkins:
Harkins’
views. We thought
he was for the coup plan, but General
Harkins
apparently
thought
that a decision had been made in Washington
to back a coup and that his task
was to carry out a decision communicated
to him.”
Smith’s memorandum
continued:
“The President
concluded
the meeting
by saying we wanted
to get General
Harkins’ views as to what we should do, not his reaction
to what he thought
was the
decision
here. The President
repeated
that General Harkins’
message was not clear on
this point.”
3 Document
9.
’ Document
8.
’ Bromley
Smith’s
memorandum
included
the following
account of revisions
of
telegram
268:
“The group went over the draft message to Ambassador
Lodge sentence by sentence. Mr. Bundy suggested
that the second paragraph
be revised so that Ambassador
Lodge and General
Harkins
would not feel that they had to go ahead with the plan to
support a coup. Mr. Bundy also suggested revising
paragraph
4 to show that removing
the Nhus is the most important
objective.”
6 General Harkins’
cable is Document
4. General Taylor’s cable is JCS 3368-63,
vol.
III, p. 675.
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said, “Averell

Harriman

is one sharp

’ According
to Krulak’s account of this meeting,
Harriman
and the President had the
following
exchange near the end of the meeting:
“Governor
Harriman
stated that he hoped we are not giving any idea of wobbling
on our course. The President
stated that the important
thing is that we have to make
sense; we must not let the field feel that we are in any way heavy-handed,
or obliging
them to take actions which are not, in their good judgement,
sound.”

7.

Telegram From the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
(Taylor) to the Commander, Military
Assistance Command,
Vietnam (Harkins) ’
Washington, August 28, 1963-836

p.m.

JCS 3385-63. The President has read your MACV 1557’ and has
asked me to send the following reply. He is most desirous of receiving
your personal views on this operation at this stage and as it may
develop later. You should not be inhibited by concern over what the
Washington view may be; we need your on-the-spot impressions of
the best course of action.
Your recent message raises certain questions on which we should
like amplification:
a. In saying “the die is cast” do you mean that it is too late to turn
back from supportin
the Generals? Later in the cable you appear to
favor going direct to %iem prior to encouraging the coup.
b. You state that there is insufficient reason for “a crash approval
on our part.” Does this mean that we can delay a decision for a matter
of days, for example. What are the risks of leaks, apprehension of
leaders by Diem or of premature coup action?
c. You state that “if we continue the pressure on Diem”, Nhu may
be levered into provocative action. What forms of pressure do you
have in mind?
d. What role can you play in influencing the senior military authorities? At some time in the near future should you not talk to Big
Minh and perhaps some of the other Generals and assess the quality of
their plans? We do not want to become involved in any coup which
will not succeed.
’ Source: Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, Defense Cables. Top Secret; Eyes Only; Operational
Immediate.
Also sent to Lodge, Felt,
McNamara,
Gilpatic,
McGeorge
Bundy,
Rusk, Ball, Hilsman,
Harriman,
Helms,
and
each of the Joint Chiefs. Hilsman refers to this telegram in To Move u Nation, p. 493.
* Document
4.
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These are some of the points on which you can help us. The
President wants you to know that he reposes great confidence in you
and wants your uninhibited
advice. Next meeting with President will
be 1200 EDT August 29. He would like to hear from you by that time.
In closing, let me say that while this operation got off to a rather
uncoordinated start, it is now squarely on the track and all Washington
agencies are participating fully in its support.
This message closely parallels concurrent State cable to Ambassador Lodge. 3

8.

Telegram From the Department
Vietnam *

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, August 28, 1963-9:32

p.m.

268. Eyes only for Ambassador and Gen. Harkins.
1. Your 364 * reviewed this morning at highest levels and is most
helpful. We note that you continue to favor the operation; we also
assume your concurrence in conclusion of [document number not declassified],3 which we share, that if this operation starts it must succeed. But it remains unclear to us that balance of forces in Saigon yet
gives necessary high confidence of success, and we need daily assessment from you on this critical point. In particular, we share your view
that Big Minh’s position and views are important and we await report
of his conversation.
2. More broadly, we are assuming that whatever cover you and
we maintain, prestige of U.S. will necessarily be engaged in success or
failure of this effort. Thus we ask for your present estimate of latest
point at which operation could be suspended and what would be
consequences of such suspension. We continue to believe Nhus must
go and coup will be needed, but we do not which [wish] to bind you
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; Emergency. Repeated
to CINCPAC
POLAD
exclusive
for Felt. The text of this telegram
was
sent from the White House for transmission
over Department
of State channels. It was
cleared by Rusk and H&man.
2 Vol. III, p. 668.
3 Ibid., p. 671.
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against your better judgment at any stage. Conversely, while we assume Generals’ operation still subject to delay or cancellation, if you
believe die is cast, we need to know it.
3. In addition to recommendation
in your 364, which we are still
considering, what other actions do you recommend to increase prospects of success? Specifically, do you think we should
(a) add discreet diplomatic and military endorsement to approach
made by CAS to Generals, especial1 to emphasize official view of the
USG that Nhus should be reolace cy, but without direct comment on
coup lanning?
(E) through G eneral Harkins and other military officers discreetly
hint to General Dinh, Colonel Vien and other military leaders who are
potential fence-sitters that US opposed to continuation of Nhus?
(c) add financial inducements as ap ropriate in affecting all individual decisions of uncertain key figures. 7
(d) undertake and discreetly publicize movements of US forces in
Pacific toward South Vietnam, in addition to present E and E contingency deployments?
(e) indicate our concern by beginning evacuation of appropriate
US dependent personnel?
I

4. We have concurred until now in your belief that nothing should
be said to Diem, but changing circumstances, including his probable
knowledge that something is afoot, lead us to ask again if you see
value in one last man-to-man effort to persuade him to govern himself
and decisively to eliminate political influence of Nhus. All evidence
indicates to us that removal of Nhus is center of problem.
5. We understand that what we have told Generals is that they
will have to proceed at their own risk and will not be bailed out by us.
While this is sound initial approach, we must surely be ready to play
every effective card at decisive moments. Therefore request your report of additional actions you and Harkins expect to take or recommend after coup begins to insure its success.
6. We shall be meeting tomorrow here at noon, our time, with
President, and count on having your report by then to keep Washington in fullest coordination with you and Harkins.
Rusk
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of State to the Embassy in

Washington, August 28, 1963-9:33

p.m.

269. Eyes only for the Ambassador from the President. You are
getting separately a longer message (Deptel 268) ’ which reflects interdepartmental meeting with me this morning. In this personal message
I want to emphasize again that I wish to have your independent
judgment and also that of General Harkins at every stage. The basic
policies set forth in Deptels 243 and 256 represent my best current
judgment, but this judgment in turn is heavily dependent on your onthe-spot advice, and I trust you will not hesitate to recommend delay
or change in plans if at any time you think it wise.
Messages from Harkins to Joint Chiefs3 give some impression of
uncertainty on his part as to presently planned timing of action by
Generals, so I am asking through General Taylor 4 for a direct message
from Harkins to me as Commander-in-Chief,
giving his personal assessment of the total situation and his best advice as to present and
future courses. You will get a copy of Taylor’s message, and you
should explain to Harkins that I have high confidence in his judgment.
While naturally there are differences of emphasis among the many
officials concerned here in Washington, Washington will act as a unit
under my direction, and that unit has respect for what Harkins has
accomplished and for his candid judgment at every stage.
In all this, I continue to think of you as my personal representative and repose greatest confidence in you.
Rusk
’ Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; Emergency. The text of this message was sent from the White House for transmission over
Department of State channels. It was cleared personally by Rusk and Hilsman.
’ Supra.

3 MAC 1540, vol. III, p. 655, and MAC 1557, Document 4.
‘See Document 7.

18
10.

Foreign Relations,

1961-1963,

Volume IV

Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam
of State 1

to the Department

Saigon, August 29, 2963-l

p.m.

371. Hilsman from Kattenburg. Had three hour conversation with
President Diem afternoon August 28. More than on earlier occasions
(1955, 1958) he talked largely to himself. While there no doubt he is in
full possession his faculties, impression of growing neurosis cannot be
escaped. Was as if words themselves had magic which made them
believable as they came out and he then echoed and re-echoed them
further. In moment real emotion, toward end of conversation he said
“I’m ready to die, at once, if sweat and blood of last nine years now to
be sacrificed to small group of agitators in Buddhist disguise, whom
population any case despises.”
Diem made vigorous and impassioned defense his policies since
May 8 Hue incident, described communist infiltration Buddhist clergy
in minute detail (mumbling largely irrelevant and very hard to follow
examples, none of which when further reflected upon constitute any
real hard evidence-though
I asked him provide same and he said he
would “when inquiry is complete”).
He also passionately defended brothers Nhu and Thuc, stating it
was “criminal” that U.S. press would attack a man of such total integrity and holy devotion as Thuc. Described brother Nhu as pure intellectual, a philosopher who never raised voice in debate, never sought
favor for himself, said “wish Americans could provide me with another like him.” As for Madame Nhu, he had said things to her but she
had been mightly provoked by U.S. press. Republican Youth of both
sexes, main achievement of Nhus, had been perhaps greatest benefit
brought to country since 1954, symbolized new, vital and democratic
generation brought out of vacuum in which country plunged when he
took over. Brother Luyen had seen rightly reasons for government
policies, was explaining them effectively in London, and contrasted
with perfidy of Chuong who had never forgiven fact some his ricelands taken in land reform.
Do Van Ly, who had been with Diem in U.S. (as I would remember) was philosopher and capable publicist. Prince Buu Hoi had left
Saigon and would represent Viet-Nam in UN if debate took place.
(Diem did not specify when he would arrive New York.) Buu Hoi had
been ill at first when seeing condition to which bonzes had brought his
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 15-1 S WET. Secret; Priority;
Limit Distribution.
Received
at 3:17 a.m. and passed to the White House, Office of the
Secretary
of Defense, and CIA.
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mother, but had recovered and realized insane atmosphere which
leading younger bonzes (“les meneurs”) were creating in pagodas and
Buddhist community.
Viet-Nam was still much too underdeveloped
to be properly understood by most Westerners. Bonzes had from beginning played on
traditional primitive proclivities in people for irrational acts, had consciously developed wild atmosphere of raving and noise. All this carefully stirred up by extremely clever Viet Cong cadres. Latter were still
at it and GVN knew who some of them were and were following them
in present wanderings in pagodas all across SVN.
Diem said Buddhist issue now entirely solved. He had met moming August 28 with members Vietnamese Sangka, real representatives
Vietnamese Buddhist clergy which shunted aside by agitators like 24year old Nghiep who dignified in U.S. press as “venerable.” Meeting
had brought complete solution all points at issue and mutual respect
both sides. Now that country rid of agitators, it could go back to
winning war and principal task building democracy through Strategic
Hamlet Program.
Action night of August 20 had been unanimously
requested by
Generals on 19th and 20th and he had agreed, after careful personal
study, that government could no longer tolerate impossible situation
created by Communist
controlled agitators. How could American
press and even official broadcasts accuse Colonel Tung (“not a great
warrior, but a good man in special operations against NVN”) of being
responsible for action which all Generals his armed forces had pressed
on him out of patriotic sense of duty and devotion to country.
But U.S. press was in any case most irresponsible and creating
terribly dangerous misunderstandings.
Constant misstatement of fact
in U.S. press must be corrected, and he asked me do all I possibly
could to help in this, “for sake all our years of work” and all that had
been built up, and in midst terrible war against cruel and implacable
enemy. He realized latter would stop at nothing, not even at organizing attacks in U.S. against his government. But at least “technical
cadres” among American services here who were organizing U.S.
press corps against him should stop their insane activities. He made
this last plea in strong and impassioned language.
I was unable to break in more than once or twice, but did manage
convey to him, I think (speaking frankly as friend, having known him
10 years), that his image abroad, and I thought in Viet-Nam too, had
deteriorated considerably. I asked whether he intended convoke National Assembly explain government actions and whether and when
he would hold new elections. He responded he was studying possibil-
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ity meeting Assembly, failed to respond to question on elections.
When I was finally able break monologue and leave, he said with great
sincerity “try help us.” I said “please try to do same for us.”
Lodge

11.

Telegram
of State’

From the Embassy in Vietnam

to the Department

Saigon, August 29,1963-4

p.m.

373. Eyes only for the President from Lodge. In separate telegram
to State Department’
I try, in collaboration with General Harkins, to
respond to questions in your 269. 3 This represents my very best
thought and conclusions reached during stay in Vietnam which has
been short but also rich with opportunities
to observe, learn and
evaluate. Any course is risky, and no action at all is perhaps the
riskiest of all. Thank you for your expression of confidence in me as
your personal representative. I appreciate this very much and will do
my best to deserve it.
Lodge
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top
gency. Received at 4142 a.m. and passed to the White House at 452 a.m.
2 Infru.
3 Document
9.

12.

Telegram
of State’

From the Embassy in Vietnam

Secret;

to the Department

Saigon, August 29,1963-6
375. CINCPAC

Emer-

p.m.

exclusive for Felt.

’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; Emergency; Eyes Only. Repeated
Operational
Immediate
to CINCPAC.
Received at 7:03 a.m.
and passed to the White House, Office of the Secretary
of Defense,
and CIA. Printed
also in Pentagon Papers: Gravel Edition, vol. II, pp. 738-739
and Declassified
Documents
1982,591
B.
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1. We are launched on a course from which there is no respectable
turning back: The overthrow of the Diem government. There is no
turning back in part because U.S. prestige is already publicly committed to this end in large measure and will become more so as facts leak
out. In a more fundamental sense, there is no turning back because
there is no possibility, in my view, that the war can be won under a
Diem administration,
still less that Diem or any member of the family
can govern the country in a way to gain the support of the people who
count, i.e., the educated class in and out of government service, civil
and military-not
to mention the American people. In the last few
months (and especially days), they have in fact positively alienated
these people to an incalculable degree. So that I am personally in full
agreement with the policy which I was instructed to carry out by last
Sunday’s telegram. *
2. The chance of bringing off a Generals’ coup depends on them
to some extent; but it depends at least as much on us.
3. We should proceed to make all-out effort to get Generals to
move promptly. To do so we should have authority to do following:
(a) That General Harkins repeat to Generals personally messages
previously transmitted by CAS officers. This should establish their
authenticity.
(General Harkins should have order from President on
this.)
(b) If nevertheless Generals insist on public statement that all U.S.
aid to Vietnam through Diem regime has been stopped, we would
agree, on express understanding
that Generals will have started at
same time. (We would seek persuade Generals that it would be better
to hold this card for use in event of stalemate. We hope it will not be
necessary to do this at all.)
4. Vietnamese Generals doubt that we have the will power, courage, and determination
to see this thing through. They are haunted by
the idea that we will run out on them even though we have told them
pursuant to instructions, that the game had started.
5. We must press on for many reasons. Some of these are:
(a) Explosiveness of the present situation which may well lead to
riots and violence if issue of discontent with regime is not met. Out of
this could come a pro-Communist
or at best a neutralist set of politicians.
(b) The fact that war cannot be won with the present regime.
(c) Our own reputation for steadfastness and our unwillingness to
stultify ourselves.
2 August 25. Apparent
reference
to telegram
243 to Saigon,
of the time difference
between
Saigon and Washington,
telegram
on August 25.

vol. III, p. 628. Because
243 arrived in Vietnam
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(d) If proposed action is suspended, I believe a body blow will be
dealt to respect for us by Vietnamese Generals. Also, all those who
expect U.S. to straighten out this situation will feel let down, Our help
to the regime in past years inescapably gives us a large responsibility
which we cannot avoid.
6. I realize that this course involves a very substantial risk of
losing Vietnam. It also involves some additional risk to American lives.
I would never propose it if I felt there was a reasonable chance of
holding Vietnam with Diem.
7. In response to specific question (c) in Deptel 268, 3 I would not
hesitate to use financial inducements if I saw a useful opportunity.
As to (d) I favor such moves, provided it is made clear they are not
connected with evacuation Americans. As for (e); I fear evacuation of
U.S. personnel now would alarm the Generals and demoralize the
people.
8. In response to your para 4, General Harkins thinks that I
should ask Diem to get rid of the Nhus before starting the Generals’
action. But I believe that such a step has no chance of getting the
desired result and would have the very serious effect of being regarded
by the Generals as a sign of American indecision and delay. I believe
this is a risk which we should not run. The Generals distrust us too
much already. Another point is that Diem would certainly ask for time
to consider such a far-reaching request. This would give the ball to
Nhu.
9. With the exception of paragraph 8 above General Harkins
concurs in this telegram.
Lodge
a Document 8.
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Telegram From the Commander, Military
Assistance
Command, Vietnam (Harkins) to the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (Taylor)’
Saigon, August 29, 1963-5:30

p.m.

MAC 1566. Ref. JCS 3385-63.’ Amplification
statements in my
MACV 1557 3 follows:
A. By reference to die being cast I meant that Generals have
received assurance of U.S. support in their projected task of removal of
Nhus from position of influence. Should we withhold such support
U.S./RVN relations would be estranged indefinitely and future effectiveness of support programs in Vietnam would be zero. Withholding
previously proffered support would constitute breach of faith and
would undoubtedly
result in failure of Vietnamese to ever again be
able to place credence in official U.S. statements or commitments.
Amplification
my views with regard going direct to Diem prior to
encouraging the coup contained in para C below.
B. Generals will not move without U.S. support and until detailed
practical plans are drawn, and forces aligned. The status of plans, if
any, at the moment are extremely well guarded secrets from U.S.
military authority. They are likely to remain so. There are so many
rumors flying around that piecemeal leaks may well be inconsequential. Plotters have kept their number to an absolute minimum,
apparently. A problem facing the Generals and arguing against precipitate
action on their part is I believe their genuine patriotic desire to accomplish their ends with absolute minimum of bloodshed and damage. If
Generals can line up overwhelming
strength to guarantee quick relatively painless decision, I believe they will do so at the cost of a few
days time. In meantime believe only danger of rash or premature acts
lies with pro Nhu forces if they see intolerable balance of power lining
up against them. Such rash action seems unlikely yet. The security of
key Generals is good, except for Big Minh who is not physically
located at JGS. Believe that as long as Big Minh moves about openly,
the Nhu forces do not dare eliminate him. In the meantime opportunity is open to persuade Diem to remove Nhus.
C. In my view, we can and should bring further pressure on Diem
concurrent with continued negotiations with Generals. The two approaches are not incompatible
provided we inform the Generals in
advance of our ultimatums, being presented Diem. I believe that Ambassador should immediately
make firm effort, repeated as necessary,
’ Source: National Defense University; Taylor Papers, T-172-63.
Only. Repeated to CINCPAC for Felt.
* Document 7.
’ Document 4.

Top Secret; Eyes
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to convince Diem to send Nhus abroad, as private citizens, as condition for continued U.S. support of his regime. Amb could reinforce
demarche with world condemnation of Vietnam over Buddhist reprisals which all believe engineered by Nhus. Diem may well refuse but
his refusal of this direct ultimatum,
often considered but never before
advanced, will certainly stiffen our resolve to back the Generals as the
only remaining course of action. Moreover, should this approach, and
the possibility that Diem may accept, force Nhu to attempt his own
coup, the position of the Generals coup group will be strengthened
militarily and psychologically in any counter-coup action.
Ambassador does not concur in this approach. My thought is we
should do everything possible and leave no course of action untried in
our efforts to solve the present dilemma without bloodshed.
As to what role can I play I might try assist Amb Lodge in placing
pressure on Diem by indicating how present state of affairs so detrimental to war effort which has been going so well. Attempt at this
time on my part to see Big Minh would I believe only put the finger on
him. You will note from CAS [document number not declassified] 4 Minh
has advised U.S. assistance Special Forces company “accidentally”
stationed by his quarters. CAS [document number not declassified] also
indicated Generals are quite cosy as regards any details of their plans.
Such position on their part I believe is understandable at this time. Up
to now I have not discussed any plan of action with Generals. In fact I
have no authority to do so. However I am ready to do so if directed,
and if it is determined CAS has gone as far as it can go-and Generals
now need more concrete assurance of U.S. backing. As I see most of
the Generals quite frequently, approach can be done in course of
normal meetings. I agree we do not want to back any plan that does
not augur for success.
In summation it is my opinion that not only are we unalterably
committed to support actions of Generals to relieve Vietnam from the
Nhu influences but that also such course of action is in the best
interests of our country.
Skillful execution on part of all concerned could lead to successful
accomplishment
of task with little or no bloodshed. We must accept
fact that less skillful execution while still accomplishing over-all aim
could well result in more intense actions with resultant severe consequences. However on balance feel that competence of those involved
and their determination
to rid their country of festering sore will insure
success.
In all corps the war against the VC is progressing, although at
somewhat diminished rate.
’ Dated August 29, not printed.
Country
Series, CIA Cables)

(Kennedy

Library,

National

Security

Files, Vietnam
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Apparent atmosphere of calm prevails throughout Saigon which
belies the intense undercurrents which abound within the city which
is rife with rumors, tensions and undercurrents. Situation is potentially
explosive.
Suggested course of U.S. action is to continue our present assurances of support to the Generals while at the same time attempting
persuade Diem to take necessary action to remove Nhus from country.

14.

Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between the
President and the Assistant Secretary of State for Far
Eastern Affairs (Hilsman), Washington, August 29,1963,
1O:lO a.m. ’

SUBJECT
Viet-Nam: Reporting of Tad Szulc, New York Times ’

The President said he thought Tad Szulc seemed to be getting
pretty close to things. Mr. Hilsman said the whole point here is the
mere fact that for the benefit of the military out there we had to do
something to get the blame off them and that, of course, is bound to
give smart pressmen grounds for speculation. He called attention to
the latter part of the article and said that it left the impression that we
are trying to give that things are simmering, that the situation must be
allowed to mature. Mr. Hilsman assured th.e President that the situation was being watched very closely.
The President said, “We are not making any more press comments, are we?” Mr. Hilsman said inevitably there have to be statements on events. For example, when the Vietnamese Government
says we were wrong when we protested the beating up of the pagodas
then we had to reply that we stand by our statement of the other day.
Nothing beyond that.
The President asked if Mr. Hilsman thought anyone was talking
to Szulc. Mr. Hilsman said he did not think anyone was. The people
here are under strict instructions. He said the President would notice
1 Source: Kennedy Library, Hilsman Papers, Countries Series-Vietnam.
Secret;
Limit Distribution. Prepared in the Department of State.
2 Apparent reference to a New York Times article entitled, “Long Crisis Seen on
Vietnam Rule,” August 28, in which Szulc reported that some officials in Washington
believed the only solution for the Vietnam crisis was to remove Nhu, or Nhu and Diem
if the two brothers were inseparable, by a military coup. These unnamed officials were,
according to Szulc, not sure that such a plan was feasible.
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the article was based on GVN statements and USG statements-the
only things attributed to the US Government are past hard statements.
The rest are Szulc’s deductions,
The President said, “O.K., Roger, fine.”

15.

Memorandum
of a Conference With the President,
House, Washington, August 29,1963, Noon’

White

SUBJECT
Vietnam
OTHERS

PRESENT

Secretary
Murrow,
Krulak,
Bundy,

Rusk, Secretary
McNamara,
Secretary Dillon, General Carter, Director
Under Secretary
Harriman,
Deputy
Secretary
Gilpatric,
General
Ambassador
Nolting,
Assistant Secretary H&man,
Mr. Helms, Mr.
General Clifton, Mr. Forrestal,
Mr. Bromley
Smith

Secretary Rusk reported that both Ambassador Lodge and General Harkins agreed that the war against the Viet Cong in Vietnam
cannot be won under the Diem regime. ’ General Harkins wants to try
to separate the Nhus from Diem. He believes our target is more Nhu
than Diem. The question for decision is whether to instruct General
Harkins to back up the approaches made to the Vietnamese generals
by the CIA agents. Ambassador Lodge has already told one CIA official, Mr. Phillips, to tell the Vietnamese generals that the U.S. Ambassador is behind the CIA approach. Although indicating our support of
a coup, we should avoid getting committed to the details of the generals’ coup planning.
Ambassador Nolting3 said the first question the coup generals
would ask was whether they could use the U.S. helicopters now operating with the Vietnamese army.
’ Source: Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Meetings
and Memoranda
Series, Meetings
on Vietnam.
Top Secret. Drafted by Smith. There are two other records of
this meeting:
a memorandum
of conversation
by Hilsman,
August 29 (ibid., H&man
Papers, White House Meetings,
State memcons)
and a memorandum
for the record by
Krulak, August 29 (National
Defense University,
Taylor Papers, T-172-69).
*See Documents
11,12, and 13.
’ Hilsman’s
and Krulak’s
records of the discussion
at this meeting both recount that
Nolting
recommended,
to use Hilsman’s
phrase, “one last try with Diem.”
Krulak’s
version also adds that Nolting
thought
that “the likelihood
of separating
the two [Diem
and Nhu] is slight.”
Hilsman
and Krulak also include an observation
by Hilsman
that
the conversation
between
Kattenburg
and Diem (see Document
10) indicated
that it
would be fruitless to try to split Nhu from Diem.
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The President asked whether anyone had any reservations about
the course of action we were following.4 The issue was whether we
should continue as we are now doing or withdraw from the present
effort.
Secretary McNamara
recommended
that we disassociate ourselves from efforts to bring about a coup, but he did favor an attempt
by General Harkins to get Diem to fire Nhu. He believed that this
effort should be undertaken sometime later, i.e. two or three days
later, when the coup capability of the Vietnamese generals is greater.
Mr. Gilpatric agreed with this view, adding that we should confront
Diem with an ultimatum
expiring within a few hours so that Diem
could not take counteraction against the generals in the period before
they were ready to act.
Secretary McNamara said he sees no valid alternative to the Diem
regime. Vice President Tho is apparently not the man to replace Diem.
A military junta of the Vietnamese generals now planning a coup is
not capable of running the Vietnamese government for very long.
Therefore, a last effort should be made to persuade Diem to change his
government by dismissing Nhu.
In response to the President’s question as to who is running the
government now, Ambassador Nolting replied that President Diem
was in control and continuing to work his usual eighteen hours a day.
Diem relies on Nhu for ideas. His executive officer is Thuan who is
opposed to Nhu but loyal to Diem. Thuan would remain with Diem if
Nhu were dismissed.
Secretary Rusk pointed out that we were dealing with Nhu who,
if a coup were successful, would lose power and possibly his life.
Therefore, Nhu had nothing to lose and we must recognize this fact in
dealing with him. Nhu might call on the North Vietnamese to help
him throw out the Americans. The U.S. should not go to Diem with a
request that he fire Nhu but that the Vietnamese generals, as a prelude
to a coup, demand of Diem that he dismiss Nhu.
a Hilsman
includes
in his record the following
exchange
among the President
and
his advisers at approximately
this point in the discussion:
“The Secretary
said that although
we had a need to know the adequacy of the plan,
we should not get directly into planning.
“Mr. Hilsman
asked if the Secretary
was making a distinction
between participating
in coup planning
and further
reassurances
to the Generals.
The Secretary
said that this
was precisely
the distinction
he was making.
“Ambassador
Nolting
intervened
and asked if we intended
to get so deep into
engineering
a coup against Diem as to, for example,
use American
helicopters
to transport the forces of the coup Generals
to Saigon.
“The President
said that he wanted to get back to the basic question. In the light of
the cables from Lodge and Harkins,
was there anyone in the EXCOM
who wished to
withdraw
from the operation?
And, secondly,
what was the feeling of the EXCOM
about
the issue of an approach
to Diem?”
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Secretary McNamara said he favors trying to save Diem, but
Ambassador Lodge appears not to support such an attempt.
Secretary Rusk said that the first phase is to remove Nhu and
Madame Nhu from power. Ambassador Lodge appears to believe that
there is no hope of separating Diem and Nhu.
Mr. Murrow pointed out that problems of public opinion would
be simpler if the Vietnamese generals are in the posture of remaining
loyal to a Diem who had dismissed the Nhus. Mr. Bundy pointed out
the great difficulty of attempting a coup which resulted in Diem remaining as head of the government. He foresaw great difficulty in
trying to save Diem as the figurehead of a new government.
Ambassador Nolting suggested that we inform both Diem and the
Vietnamese generals that there would be no U.S. economic or political
support until the changes we demanded were made. He asked that we
talk to Diem directly. He predicted that Diem would not be surprised
to be told by us that the Vietnamese generals also want a change in the
government.
The President pointed out that if Diem says no to a change in
government there would be no way in which we could withdraw our
demand. ’
General Taylor urged that before any ultimatum
was given to
Diem we have a coup plan in our hip pocket. He cautioned against the
U.S. getting involved in the coup planning in such a way as to prematurely commit us to an uncertain coup to be carried out by people we
were uncertain about.
Secretary Rusk acknowledged that we should not get into detailed
planning of a coup, but we did have a need to know whether the
generals were counting on our support.
General Taylor urged that any coup plan be given to General
Harkins who could say whether or not in his opinion it was militarily
feasible.
The President commented that an announcement that we were
cutting off U.S. aid was a bad signal. Mr. Hilsman responded that we
need a US. signal which could be given by General Harkins and other
U.S. military officers.
Mr. Bundy said that General Harkins could be instructed to tell
the generals that the CIA channel is spelling out official U.S. policy.
Mr. Hilsman added that reassurance by U.S. military officers to certain
Vietnamese generals might persuade those generals on the fence to
come over in support of a coup.
’ Hilsman’s
record has the President
pull out of Vietnam in any event.”

asking

at this point:

“whether

we would

really
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Secretary McNamara recommended that for the time being we do
not give Ambassador Lodge authority to say, at a time of his choosing,
that U.S. aid to Diem is stopping. Secretary Rusk said that we could
wait until the generals form a government and then announce that we
are transferring to them U.S. aid.
Secretary McNamara suggested that we do not announce we are
cutting aid, but wait until the generals have taken over the government, we recognized the new government, and then say publicly that
our aid would be continued to the new government. Mr. Bundy commented that prompt recognition of a new government and an announcement that we were continuing U.S. aid to them would convince
everyone that we had been in cahoots with the Vietnamese generals.
The President said that we could announce we were suspending
our aid because of the unstable conditions in Vietnam. However, this
was a later action and we should decide now on the actions to be taken
immediately.
Secretary Rusk and Secretary McNamara agreed that we should
instruct General Harkins to back up the CIA and get information about
coup planning. General Taylor asked that we avoid making any commitment to the generals until they had produced a coup plan acceptable to us.
The President commented that the Vietnamese generals would
obviously try to get us more and more involved, recalling a comment
made by Ambassador Nolting-what
was our position if we were
asked whether U.S. forces were available to support the Vietnamese
generals? Mr. Hilsman said our objective was merely to reassure the
generals of our support. These generals want to have a bloodless coup
and will not need to use U.S. equipment with the exception of possibly
U.S. helicopters,
Secretary McNamara suggested we learn as much as we can about
the coup plans without talking about the use of U.S. forces. Mr. Bundy
added that the coup was their show and that we should stick with our
plan, which was to support the Vietnamese effort.
The President raised the problem of evacuating U.S. nationals and
asked whether our capability was sufficient. Secretary McNamara
summarized
parts of the evacuation plan, calling attention to the
forces which can be brought to Saigon within ten hours. General
Taylor said it was hard to describe the evacuation force as sufficient to
the need, but the military is moving additional U.S. forces into areas
closer to Vietnam so that they would have a capability of expanding
the number of people who could be quickly evacuated.
The President summarized the agreed actions to be taken:
1. General Harkins is to be instructed
proaches to the Vietnamese generals,

to back up the CIA ap-
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2. Ambassador Lodge is to be authorized to announce the suspension of U.S. aid. We have to give him this authority, but we should
control the timing of this announcement.
3. No announcement
is to be made of the movement of U.S.
forces to the area. This information will leak out in any event. We do
not want the Vietnamese to conclude that we are getting in a position
to intervene in Vietnam with U.S. fighting forces.
4. Ambassador Lodge is to have authority over all overt and
covert operations.
Mr. Helms suggested that certain planned covert actions which
would lead to a considerable amount of confusion in Vietnam would
be taken only when all plans for the coup were ready. Mr. Hilsman
said that a group was at work listing covert actions to be taken in the
event of a military coup. The President asked that this list 6 be made
available to him this afternoon.
Secretary Rusk called attention to the high risk which is involved
in the course of action we were taking. He warned that shooting of
and by Americans would almost certainly be involved. Before any
action is over he said that American troops would be firing their
weapons and American citizens might be killed.
The President asked what approach was to be made to Diem.
Secretary Rusk responded that in the cable to Ambassador Lodge we
would raise the question of who should talk to Diem and when, but
we would not instruct him in the next day or two to tell Diem that
Nhu must go.
The President asked what we would tell Diem. Must we tell him
that he must choose among firing Nhu or having us cease our aid or
being faced with a military coup. Ambassador Nolting responded by
pointing out that Ambassador Lodge so far had had no substantive
talk with Diem. He urged that we instruct Ambassador Lodge to have
a cards-down talk with Diem now. This talk would take place before
we discussed a coup with the Vietnamese generals. If we proceed in
this fashion, we would have nothing to hide. He said we should tell
Diem that we want a new deal and that our commitments
have been
altered by recent events in Vietnam. If we lay it on the line with Diem,
telling him that we can’t continue our aid unless he changes, we, by so
doing, would have the best chance of getting a stable base on which
we could continue the war against the Viet Cong.
Mr. Bundy urged that we not tell Ambassador Lodge to do something he does not want to do. Secretary Rusk pointed out that if
Ambassador Lodge takes this line with Diem, telling him he must
change or else, the effect will be to stimulate Nhu to immediate action.
Mr. Bundy noted that Ambassador Lodge hasn’t yet said anything
to Diem.
6 Not found
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Ambassador Nolting recommended that both Ambassador Lodge
and General Harkins see Diem and Nhu and tell them how they have
alienated the Vietnamese people and the Vietnamese military officers.
The resulting situation is one which we cannot accept. Secretary Rusk
disagreed with this suggestion and predicted that the sole result would
be to trigger action by Nhu. We should not proceed along this line
until the generals are ready to launch a coup.
The President commented that if Diem rejects our demands, there
is the possibility that the generals’ planning would be upset and Nhu
would act against them.
Ambassador Nolting said it was not clear whether the generals
want to get rid of both Nhu and Diem. He said that he believed the
generals wanted to get rid of both Nhus and believed that we could
live with Diem and a new government. Mr. Hilsman noted that we
have already told the generals that they can keep Diem in their new
government if they wished. This is a decision which is up to them.
Mr. Bundy said he had heard from Director McCone, who is not
in Washington. Mr. McCone says he favors another attempt to persuade Nhu to leave. He even suggested that Mr. Colby, who knows
Nhu, make this attempt. Mr. McCone wants to be certain that a coup
can be brought off before we commit ourselves to supporting the
generals’ attempt.
Secretary Rusk repeated this view that our main target is the
Nhus.
A smaller group met with the President in his office. The cables of
instruction were agreed upon. 7
Note: The President telephoned Mr. Bundy from Hyannisport,
with the result that Mr. Bundy sent a cable,’ Personal-Eyes Only,
from the President to Ambassador Lodge, reserving ultimate decision
on U.S. action. Ambassador Lodge replied the following morning,
expressing his understanding of the President’s reservation. 9 Secretaries Rusk and McNamara were the only officials in the government
who knew of this message and the reply (copies attached).
Bromley
’ Znfra and Document
17.
’ Document
18.
9 See footnote
2, Document
18.
” Printed from a copy that bears this typed

signature.

Smith lo
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From the Department

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, August 29, 2963-503

p.m.

272. Eyes only for Ambassador Lodge and General Harkins.
1. Highest level meeting noon today reviewed your 375 and reaffirmed basic course. * Specific decisions follow:
2. In response to your recommendation,
General Harkins is
hereby authorized to repeat to such Generals as you indicate the
messages previously transmitted by CAS officers. He should stress
that the USG supports the movement to eliminate the Nhus from the
government, but that before arriving at specific understandings with
the Generals, General Harkins must know who are involved, resources
available to them and overall plan for coup. The USG will support a
coup which has good chance of succeeding but plans no direct involvement of U.S. Armed Forces. Harkins should state that he is
prepared to establish liaison with the coup planners to review plans,
but will not engage directly in joint coup planning. 3
3. Question of last approach to Diem remains undecided and
separate personal message from Secretary to you4 develops our concerns and asks your comment.
4. On movement of U.S. forces, we do not expect to make any
announcement or leak at present and believe that any later decision to
publicize such movements should be closely connected to developing
events on your side. We cannot of course prevent unauthorized disclosures or speculation, but we will in any event knock down any reports
of evacuation.
5. You are hereby authorized to announce suspension of aid
through Diem Government at a time and under conditions of your
choice. In deciding upon use of this authority, you should consider
importance of timing and managing announcement so as to minimize
appearance of collusion with Generals, and also to minimize danger of
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; Emergency. The text of this message was sent from the White House for transmission
over
Department
of State channels,
According
to the memorandum
supra, the telegram
was
cleared by the President.
Hilsman
and Rusk cleared the telegram
for transmission.
Another
copy indicates
that the President
saw it. (Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, State cables) Also printed in United States-Vietnam
Relations, 19451967,
Book 12, p. 538.
* See supra. Telegram
375 is Document
12.
‘In telegram
385 from Saigon, August 30, Lodge thanked
Rusk for the “prompt
decisions,”
but noted that the Mission had no further contact with the Generals.
General
Khiem cancelled
a meeting
with a CIA officer and was unavailable
to receive a telephone call from Harkins.
Lodge thought
that this wariness
might reflect concern for
security.
(Department
of State, Central Files, POL 26 S WET)
’ Infra.
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unpredictable and disruptive reaction by existing government, We also
assume that you will not in fact use this authority unless you think it
essential, and we see it as possible that Harkins’ approach and increasing process of cooperation may provide assurance Generals desire.
Our own view is that it will be best to hold this authority for use in
close conjunction with coup, and not for present encouragement of
Generals, but decision is yours.
Rusk

17.

Telegram From the Department
Vietnam 1

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, August 29, 1963-8:17

p.m.

279. Eyes only for the Ambassador from the Secretary. Deeply
appreciate your 375 ’ which was a most helpful clarification. We fully
understand enormous stakes at issue and the heavy responsibilities
which you and Harkins will be carrying in the days ahead and we
want to do everything possible from our end to help.
Purpose of this message is to explore further question of possible
attempt to separate Diem and the Nhus. In your telegram you appear
to treat Diem and the Nhus as a single package whereas we had
indicated earlier to the Generals that if the Nhus were removed the
question of retaining Diem would be up to them. My own personal
assessment is (and this is not an instruction) that the Nhus are by all
odds the greater part of the problem in Viet-Nam, internally, internationally and for American public opinion. Perhaps it is inconceivable
that the Nhus could be removed without taking Diem with them or
without Diem’s abandoning his post. In any event, I would appreciate
your comment on whether any distinction can or should be drawn as
between Diem and Counselor and Madame Nhu.
The only point on which you and General Harkins have different
views is whether an attempt should be made with Diem to eliminate
the Nhus and presumably take other steps to consolidate the country
behind a winning effort against the Viet Cong. My own hunch, based
1 Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; Emergency. Drafted
by Rusk, cleared with the White House, and approved
by Hilsman.
Another
copy of this telegram
has a marginal
note indicating
the President
read it.
(Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, State Cables) Also
printed in United States-Vietnam
Relations, 1945-1967,
Book 12, p. 539.
* Document
12.
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in part on the report of Kattenburg’s conversations with Diem3 is that
such an approach could not succeed if it were cast purely in terms of
persuasion. Unless such a talk included a real sanction, such as a
threatened withdrawal of our support, it is unlikely that it would be
taken completely seriously by a man who may feel that we are inescapably committed to an anti-communist
Viet-Nam. But if a sanction
were used in such a conversation, there would be a high risk that this
would be taken by Diem as a sign that action against him and the
Nhus was imminent
and he might as a minimum
move against the
Generals or even take some quite fantastic action such as calling on
North Viet-Nam for assistance in expelling the Americans.
It occurs to me, therefore, that if such an approach were to be
made it might properly await the time when others were ready to
move immediately
to constitute a new government. If this be so, the
question then arises as to whether an approach to insist upon the
expulsion of the Nhus should come from Americans rather than from
the Generals themselves, This might be the means by which the
Generals could indicate that they were prepared to distinguish between Diem and the Nhus. In any event, were the Generals to take
this action it would tend to protect succeeding Viet-Nam administrations from the charge of being wholly American puppets subjected to
whatever anti-American
sentiment is inherent in so complex a situation.
I would be glad to have your further thoughts on these points as
well as your views on whether further talks with Diem are contemplated to continue your opening discussions with him. You will have
received formal instructions on other matters through other messages.
Good luck.
Rusk
3 See Document 10.
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in Vietnam

Washington, August 29, 1963.

I have approved all the messages you are receiving from others
today, and I emphasize that everything in these messages has my full
support.
We will do all that we can to help you conclude this operation
successfully. Nevertheless, there is one point on my own constitutional responsibilities
as President and Commander in Chief which I
wish to state to you in this entirely private message, which is not being
circulated here beyond the Secretary of State.
Until the very moment of the go signal for the operation by the
Generals, I must reserve a contingent right to change course and
reverse previous instructions. While fully aware of your assessment of
the consequences of such a reversal, I know from experience that
failure is more destructive than an appearance of indecision. I would,
of course, accept full responsibility for any such change as I must bear
also the full responsibility for this operation and its consequences. It is
for this reason that I count on you for a continuing assessment of the
prospects of success and most particularly desire your candid warning
if current course begins to go sour. When we go, we must go to win,
but it will be better to change our minds than fail. And if our national
interest should require a change of mind, we must not be afraid of it.
’ Source: Kennedy Library, President’s Office Files, Staff Memorandum, MG Bundy.
Transmitted in telegram CAP 63465 with the notations: “Personal for the Ambassador
from the President” and “No Department or other distribution whatever”. The source
text is a copy that Bundy sent to Clifton under cover of a Top Secret Eyes Only
memorandum of August 30, which reads as follows:
“The enclosed envelope should be opened by the President only, and when he has
read the messages it contains you should destroy them. The reason for this extraordinary procedure is that these messages are not in the normal series and their existence is
not known except to the President and to the Secretary of State, so I do not want them in
a message file that may be seen by others who believe themselves privy to the most
classified material. You should tell the President, however, that I discussed the outgoing
message in draft with the Secretaries of State and Defense who concurred in it. The
Secretary of Defense in particular thought it was a wise and necessary cable.
“You may wish to ask the President after he has read the messages whether he
wants to send any further message to the Ambassador on this topic. My own advice is
not to do so at this time, but to be ready to call his attention to this question again if the
developing situation makes it advisable.
“I am sorry to be so cryptic.”
The other message included in the envelope for the President was Lodge’s reply;
see footnote 2 below.
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This message requires no direct answer but if you do wish to
reply, your answer should be unnumbered and headed “For President
Only, pass White House directly, no other distribution whatever,“ and
referencing White House cite number. *
2 Lodge replied in WHASA
16262 directly
to the President
with no other distribution whatever,
August 30, noon, as follows:
“1. I fully understand
that you have the right and responsibility
to change course at
any time. Of course I will always respect that right.
“2. To be successful,
this operation
must be essentially
a Vietnamese
affair with a
momentum
of its own. Should this happen you may not be able to control it, i.e. the ‘go
signal’ may be given by the Generals.”
(Ibid.)

19.

Telegram From the Central Intelligence
Saigon to the Agency’

Agency Station in

Saigon, August 30, 1963.
[document number not declassified] 1. On evening 29 August, [less
than 1 line not declassified] informed CAS that he had a report from a
source of medium reliability to the effect that within 24 hours the govt
would begin the arrest of Generals who might not be fully loyal. The
[less than I line not declassified] rep intimated that this was the same
source who on 20 Aug had provided report forecasting govt attack on
the pagodas.
2. It was decided to attempt alert the Generals to this information
while cautioning them that info was not confirmed and could be
speculative. Of the various means available to pass this in best was
thought to be contact with Major Nhieu who is next-door neighbor of
Colonel Ralph E. Newman, USAF, MAAG. Major Nhieu is the Administrative Assistant of General Duong Van Minh. Newman, Nhieu and
General Minh have a close relationship resulting from fact Colonel
Newman was General Big Minh’s advisor for approx 7 months.
1 Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Secret; Operational
Immediate;
Eyes Only. The source text is a copy the CIA sent to the Department
of State
exclusive
for Rusk, Ball, Harriman,
and Hilsman.
Copies were also sent to the White
House exclusive
for Bundy, and to the Assistant
Chief of Staff for Intelligence,
Department of the Army,
exclusive
for McNamara,
Gilpatric,
Taylor, and Krulak.
Received at
the Department
of State at 4:45 a.m.
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3. Co1 Newman was contacted by a CAS officer. Co1 Newman
immediately
attempted contact with Major Nhieu but was unable to
telephone him or to find anyone at home at Major Nhieu’s residence.
Co1 Newman volunteered that he was also on good terms with General Le Van Kim and could probably pass message to General Kim.
4. Newman was requested to call General Kim and state he had
been approached by Vietnamese friend who was extremely worried
about his son who had been arrested on Sunday during roundup of
students and that Newman very much wanted talk with General Kim
with respect to securing release of arrested boy.
5. Colonel Newman placed call to General Kim’s residence and
noted immediately
that telephone line was being monitored. An individual attempting to imitate General Kim’s voice came onto the line
and repeatedly requested Colonel Newman’s location. Co1 Newman
then asked to speak to Mrs. Kim. A woman then came on line and
Colonel Newman recognized her voice as that of Mrs. Kim. Co1 Newman passed message concerning fictitious arrested student and asked
come to General Kim’s house. The line was then broken. Very soon
thereafter, General Kim’s aide came to Co1 Newman’s house and
escorted Co1 Newman and CAS officer to General Kim’s house. The
message was passed to General Kim who was most appreciative of the
warning. General Kim promised to get the message to General Big
Minh immediately.
General Kim did state that it was very dangerous
for Co1 Newman to come to his house and that for the time being
these contacts should be suspended. Co1 Newman noted the presence
of approx one platoon of troops in the vicinity of General Kim’s house.
Upon departure from Kim’s house Newman and CAS officer were
escorted away from the house over a back road and through gates
apparently very seldom used.
6. There are at least two among other hazards in the present
situation at the Generals’ end of this operation. The first is that the
arrest of four or five key figures among the Generals might bring this
operation to a halt at least for the short run. This action seems easily
within capability of GVN. It is puzzling that action of this nature has
not already been taken, We can only be speculative on this subject.
GVN may be attempting to avoid direct confrontation in hope that
steam will gradually go out of Generals’ present course. It may worry
about causing further disaffection throughout Armed Forces or revolt
in corps areas. GVN could be waiting for premature coup to crush
military opposition. Or it may be building up its dossiers on course of
coup plotting to present to armed forces and general public after arrest
of key Generals in effort diminish impact these arrests. Another hazard is that one or another of Generals involved might betray details of
operation. So far we cannot point fingers at anyone. Hope HQS will
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understand that speculation on possible negative factors does not represent negative station attitude. We are bringing all capabilities we can
think of to bear.

20.

Telegram
of State’

From the Embassy in Vietnam

to the Department

Saigon, August 30,1963-6

pm

383. Eyes only for the Secretary. CINCPAC POLAD exclusive for
Admiral Felt. Depte1279. ’
1. I agree that getting the Nhus out is the prime objective and that
they are “the greater part of the problem in Vietnam, internally, internationally and for American public opinion.”
2. This surely cannot be done by working through Diem. In fact
Diem will oppose it. He wishes he had more Nhus, not less.
3. The best chance of doing it is by the Generals taking over the
government lock, stock and barrel.
4. After this has been done, it can then be decided whether to put
Diem back in again or go on without him. I am rather inclined to put
him back, but I would not favor putting heavy pressure on the Generals if they don’t want him.
5. My greatest single difficulty in carrying out the instructions of
last Sunday 3 is inertia. The days come and go and nothing happens. It
is, of course, natural for the Generals to want assurances and the U.S.
Government has certainly been prompt in its reactions. But here it is
Friday and, while in one way much has been done, there is not yet
enough to show for the hours which we have all put in.
6. If I call on Diem to demand the removal of the Nhus, he will
surely not agree. But before turning me down, he will pretend to
consider it and involve us in prolonged delays. This will make the
Generals suspicious of us and add to the inertia.
1 Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 26 S WET. Top Secret; Emergency. Received at 7:39 p.m. Repeated Operational Immediate to CINCPAC. According
to CAP 63468, August 30, the President read this cable. (Kennedy Library, National
Security Files, Vietnam Country Series, State Cables) Also printed in Pentagon Papers:
Gravel Edition, Vol. II, pp. 739-740.
2 Document 17.
’ August 25; see telegram 243 to Saigon, vol. III, p. 628.
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7. Such a call by me would look to the Nhus like an ultimatum
and would result in their taking steps to thwart any operation dealing
with them.
8. I agree with you that if a sanction were used, it could provoke
an even more fantastic reaction. In fact I greatly dislike the idea of
cutting off aid in connection with the Generals’ operation and, while I
thank you for giving me the authority to make an announcement,
I
hope we will never have to use it.
9. It is possible, as you suggested in your penultimate paragraph,
for the Generals when, as and if their operation gets rolling to demand
the removal of the Nhus before bringing their operation to fruition.
But I am afraid that they will get talked out of their operation which
will then disintegrate, still leaving the Nhus in office.
10. If the Generals’ operation does get rolling, I would not want to
stop it until they were in full control. They could then get rid of the
Nhus and decide whether they wanted to keep Diem.
11. It is better for them and for us to throw out the Nhus than for
us to get involved in it.
12. I am sure that the best way to handle this matter is by a truly
Vietnamese movement even it if puts me rather in the position of
pushing a piece of spaghetti.
13. I am contemplating no further talks with Diem at this time.
Lodge

21.

Telegram From the Central Intelligence
Station in Saigon’

Agency to the

Washington, August 30, 2963.
65032. Reference: CAS Saigon [document number not declassified]. *
1. HQS highly concerned by implications of reference particularly
re vital factors of initiative. Query where subsequent Sta contacts with
Generals now stand re General Kim warning in paragraph 5 reference.
’ Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 26 S WET. Secret; Eyes Only. The
source text is a copy the CIA sent the Department of State exclusive for Rusk, Ball,
Harriman, and Hilsman. Copies were also sent to the White House exclusive for Bundy
and to the Assistant Chief of Staff for Intelligence, Department of the Army, exclusive
for McNamara, Gilpatric, Taylor, and Krulak. Received at the Department of State at
I:58 p.m. According to CAP 63468, August 30, the President read this cable. (Kennedy
Library, National Security Files, Vietnam Country Series, State Cables)
2 Document 19.

40

Foreign Relations,

1961-1963,

Volume IV

2. We fully aware need U.S. Government determine rebel Generals plans capabilities before committing
them support, but at same
time do not feel that other, perhaps more vital factors, should be
sacrificed for sake of coordination.
Can means other than personal
meetings be used to keep contact with Generals such as radio, S/W,
cut outs, et cetera.
3. Request Sta check with Ambassador Lodge to determine any
actions to be taken prior expiration 24 hours cited by [less than 1 line
not declassified] source. Urge all bear in mind that GVN may be circulating such reports in order pressure Generals into premature steps
which easy to foil. Please advise OPIM.
4. Secretary Hilsman informed of reference. He shares our concern.

22.

Telegram From the Central Intelligence
Saigon to the Agency *

Agency Station in

Saigon, August 30, 1963.
0483. 1. CAS officer has been having series of conversations over
past several days with Lt. Colonel Pham Ngoc Thao, former Chief of
Kien Hoa Province and now nominally an inspector of strategic hamlets stationed at Presidency.
2. Co1 Thao has figured prominently
in past reporting on coup
plotting, both on part of Tran Kim Tuyen and Huynh Van Lang. Co1
Thao has for some months expressed his dissatisfaction with the Diem
regime quite openly and has even written notes to this effect to CAS.
3. On 30 August Co1 Thao reported to CAS officer that he had
attended dinner evening before with Generals Khiem, Khanh, and
Duong Van Minh. Main points of conversation follow:
a. They stated that if someone else takes initiative to mount coup
d’etat a ainst GVN, they will support it.
b. 8 eneral Khiem pointed out that Generals have too much to lose
by initiating a coup. By this he apparently meant in Thao’s opinion the
Generals’ houses, positions and material possessions.
’ Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 26 S VIET Secret; Operational
Immediate; Eyes-Only. The source text is a copy the CIA sent the Department of State
exclusive for Rusk, Ball, Harriman, and I-I&man. Conies were also sent to the White
House exclusive for Bundy and to the Assistant Chiei of Staff for Intelligence, Department of the Army, exclusive for McNamara, Gilpatric, Taylor, and Krulak. Received at
the Department of State at 1:59 p.m.
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c. The Generals stated they would support Vice President Tho as
temporary interim government. This would represent legality.
d. Generals Khiem and Khanh agreed that they would support
General Minh if both Diem and Nhu are killed during a coup attempt.
The would su port Tho only if Nhu survived a coup attempt and in
pre Yerence to N K u.
e. Generals for first time openly indicated their opposition to Nhu.
Whereas as recently as one week ago they would perhaps privately
indicate their opposition to Nhu, they now state this as a group.
f. Generals said that if first step of attempted coup is successful,
i.e., the assassination of President Diem, they would then support the
coup openly. Generals Khanh and Khiem promised they would do
their best to send units in wrong directions in case they were instructed to take steps to crush coup attempt.
g. Colonel Thao told Generals it may be necessary to move military units in Saigon, That is, some units inclined to support the government would be moved away from palace and other units that might
sup ort a cou attempt would be brought into position where they
cou Pd do so. c! enerals agreed they would do their best to implement
this suggestion, They also said they would try to make suggestions to
Colonel Le Quang Tung to have the latter move some of his units out
of the wa . Co1 Thao claimed that some units have already been
moved an CIthat this is proceeding well.
h. Co1 Thao claimed that his group now can count on three
battalions. The hope to have a total of five battalions. He said that the
plan is to use t i ree battalions to hit the palace, keeping two battalions
in reserve. This is based on group’s belief that they must have enough
forces to control the situation for three or four hours. This would give
Generals time to proclaim support and come to the assistance of the
coup group.
i. Thao said that his group hopes to execute a coup within one
month and preferably sooner. He said that there are risks involved in
hasty action and risks involved in waiting too long. The group is
attempting to determine the best timing.
j. Thao said that the following individuals would be welcome in a
new government: Vu Van Mau, Tran Van Chuong, Tran Le Quang, Vu
Van Thai, Hu nh Van Lang, Nguyen Huu Chau. Thao also said that
opposition po Yiticians, for example Dai Viet leaders, would be considered if they agreed with the principles of the group. He said that the
group is not now in contact with the Dai Viet Party.
k. Thao said that he would wish to become head of military
security in a new government.
1. Thao stated that he did not know if his grou consisted of the
“best men” but he was certain that it consisted o P the “most determined”.
4. CAS comment: We believe Thao is trying to plan and organize
toward a coup at some indeterminate time. Will attempt some assessment of Thao’s activities 31 Aug. Ref para 3 g, Thao appears unaware
that the Generals he was talking with lack the capability of moving
troop units around without Diem’s approval, that is, at this time and in
the absence of a coup attempt on their own part.
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Telegram From the Central Intelligence
Saigon to the Agency ’

Agency Station in

Saigon, August 30,1963.
[document number not declassified] Ref: CAS Wash 65032. 2
1. During 30 Aug CAS sought meeting with Gen. Khiem who
responded through Maj. Nhon that he was “too busy” today. Khiem
was called to Palace for lengthy conference this morning. Ambassador
has requested Gen. Harkins to call on Khiem for meeting in Harkins’
office to offer additional bona fides and to question Gen. Khiem on
specific plans and timing. Gen. Harkins’ initial attempt to contact
Khiem met with response that Gen. Khiem was in conference. Do not
know when Generals Harkins and Khiem will get together. We are
suspending further contacts until after results of Harkins-Khiem
meeting are known.
2. With respect CAS Saigon 0445,3 wish point out that neither
Col. Newman nor Col. Strickler have been made aware of initial plans
or actions and that Gen. Kim’s warning was friendly one to Col.
Newman simply requesting that Newman, who is old friend, not call
on Gen. Kim over immediate future.
3. Re ref para 2, we have discussed question of SW, radio, cut
outs, etc., with Minister Trueheart in absence of Ambassador. We all
believe that this kind of communication
would not allow enough
substantive exchange. For future, we will rely on established liaison
between Khiem and CAS officer since latter has excellent reason for
contacting Khiem. Will also explore further utilization of Maj. Nhon as
cutout. However, if situation progresses to point where Generals will
[want?] some tactical advice, Conein might also have to enter into
relationship.
4. As addendum, we have previously failed to note that CAS
officer did turn over to Khiem, at latter’s request, on 28 August complete ordnance list, obtain sketch of Camp Long Thanh showing
weapons emplacements. This is cited as another example of assurance
re USG intentions since these plans were provided for purpose of
attack on Col. Tung’s training camp in environs of Saig.
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 27 S VIET. Secret; Operational
Immediate;
Eyes Only. The source text is a copy the CIA sent the Department
of State
exclusive
for Rusk, Ball, Harriman,
and Hilsman.
Copies were also sent to the White
House exclusive
for Bundy and to the Assistant
Chief of Staff for Intelligence,
Department of the Army, exclusive for McNamara,
Gilpatric,
Taylor, and Krulak.
2 Document
21.
3 Document
19.
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of the Joint Chiefs of

Washington, August 30, 1963.

CM-856-63
SUBJECT
Probable

Loyalties

of Vietnamese

Units

and Commanders

The enclosure offers, in tabular form, a presentation of the probable loyalties of key military units and commanders in the event a coup
d’etat is undertaken in South Vietnam in the near future. With the
exception of information on the Civil Guard and Self Defense Corps,
which originated in the Joint Staff, the summary is based upon a
Central Intelligence Agency report received from Saigon on 29 August. 2
Maxwell

B. Taylor 3

’ Source: National
Defense University,
Taylor Papers, T-172-69.
Top Secret. There
is no indication
on the source text that the President
saw this memorandum
or chart. A
copy of the chart is in the Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, Memos and Miscellaneous.
2 CIA telegram
0441 from Saigon, August 29. (Department
of State, Central Files,
POL 26 S VIET)
3 Printed from a copy that bears this typed signature.

[Enclosure]
UNITS

IN THE IMMEDIATE

SAIGON

AREA

Unit

StrenPth

Eauinment

Appraisal

Presidential
Guard

2,500

15 WWII Tanks
12 Armored Personnel
Carriers
At least 1,000
Automatic Rifles

Most likely will remain loyal to Diem. This is an elite unit
and presidential favorite. Leader, LtCol Khoi is strong,
and most likely to remain with Diem under any
circumstances.
The equipment is well adapted to urban
fighting.

Armor

4,296

21 WWII Tanks
4 1 Armored Personnel
Carriers
14 Armored Cars

Loyalty to Diem highly questionable. Many dissidents in
this branch, whose units are assigned to many other
organizations.
Commander, Co1 Thien, has no
operational command, but has impressive following
among unit commanders. The equipment is well adapted
to urban fighting.

Branch

of Lovaltv

Airborne
Brigade

2,550

Conventional
infantry
equipment
including
counter-armor
weapons such as
bazookas and recoilless rifles.

Could likely be led to act against Diem in case of a coup,
either under present leader, Co1 Vien, or one of the many
other dissident officers in brigade. Vien has claimed to be
loyal to Diem, but could probably be pushed aside by
another in case he should try to remain loyal. This
brigade has a history of coup plots and attempts.

Marine Brigade

1,500

Conventional
infantry
plus artillery and
mortars.

Unknown. Brigade will probably follow the commander,
LtCol Khang who is strong, respected by his
subordinates and competent. In past Khang has been
steadfast and loyal to Diem, however recent reports
indicate he is dissatisfied, upset and perhaps ready to
take part in a coup.

Special Forces
(plus
additional
units)

1,840

Conventional
infantry.

Probably will stand by Diem. All through current unrest

light

these units have been active in Saigon in physical action
against Buddhists. These forces are under command of
Co1 Tung, who is judged to be absolutely loyal to Diem.
His units will most probably follow him.

Vietnamese
Force

Air

2,812

63 Light bombers
17 Helicopters
38 C-47 Transports

Likely ready to join non-Communist coup group. Unit has
history of disaffection. Present commander, Co1 Hien is a
weak leader, but in past has been strongly sympathetic
to Diem and Nhu. Many officers in the Air Force are
capable, and are ready to take over command.

Vietnamese
Navy

2,200

Light infantry; river
boats with machine
guns; patrol craft
with 20 and 40 mm
cannons.

Likely to remain loyal to Diem. Can probably be held
together by present commander, Capt Quyen, who in
two coup crises in the past, has sided with Diem
immediately
and emphatically.

Quang Trung
Training
Center

Highly
variableestimated 2,000
poorly
disciplined
trainees,

All light infantry
weapons.

Significance is large quantity of weapons and proximity to
Saigon (3 miles). Commander, BGen Xuan is a dissident,
a Buddhist, and close to BGen Chieu who is reportedly
anti-regime.

Thu Due
Reserve
Officers School

Highly
variableestimated

Saigon
Uniformed
Police

4,500

Civil Guard

780

Rifles and handguns.

Students may be ready for a coup, but their capability open
to some question. Many are discontented for various
reasons. Commander, Co1 Son, is exceptionally
competent officer who was once not trusted by regime,
but has been wooed recently. His present inclinations are
unknown, but Son has the courage and ability to make
him an important figure on whichever side he chooses.

400.

Hand guns, light
automatic weapons.

Unknown, however,

Rifles, light
automatic
weapons.

Unknown.

leaders are customarily
to direct orders from Palace.

responsive

In addition to the above forces, there are regular Army units, more remote from Saigon, but which might be brought into
the conflict.

III Corps

8,608
(all believed
to be within
50 miles of
Saigon)

Conventional
including
Howitzers.

infantry
105 mm

Unknown. Not predictable which units might follow the
present leader. Actions of leader himself, BGen Dinh, not
possible to predict. Normally his opportunism
might
lead one to expect him to leap to winning side, but he
has recently become identified with regime. Next most
influential officer in Division is Co1 Thieu who is
Catholic and known as strong supporter of Nhu.

IV Corps

17,505
(estimated
8,850
within 50 miles
of Saigon)

Conventional
including
Howitzers.

infantry
105 mm

Unit itself unknown, but commander BGen Cao idolizes
Diem and has sworn to devote his life to supporting him.
Cao is considered completely loyal to Diem. However, there
is reason to question Cao’s ability to command loyalty of
subordinate units. Both his Deputy and his Chief of Staff
are reported disaffected. BGen Khiem reportedly
commands loyalty of several of the more influential
officers in 7th Division, near Saigon. Khiem is reported
to be strongly anti-Nhu, in spite of the fact that he is now
serving as Chief of Staff of Joint General Staff.
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Memorandum
From the Assistant Secretary of State for Far
Eastern Affairs (Hilsman) to the Secretary of State’
Washington, August 30, 1963.

SUBJECT
Possible

Diem-Nhu

Moves

and U.S. Responses

The courses of action which Diem and Nhu could take to maintain themselves in power and the United States responses thereto are
as follows:
1. Diem-Nhu Move: Preemptive arrest and assassination of opposition military officers and/or Vice President Tho.
US. Response:
(a) We should continue to pass warnings to these officials about
their dan er.
(b) 8AS should explore the feasibility of prompt supply of a
warning system to these officials.
(c) If several general officers are arrested, we should invoke aid
sanctions to obtain their release on the ground that they are essential
to successful prosecution of the war against the Viet Cong.
(d) Encouragement
of prompt initiation of the coup is the best
way of avoiding arrests and assassinations of generals.
2. Diem-Nhu Move: Sudden switch in assignments of opposition
generals or their dispatch on special missions outside of Saigon.
U.S. Response: We should recommend that the opposition generals
delay in carrying out any such orders and move promptly to execution
of the coup.
3. Diem-Nhu Move: Declaration of Ambassador Lodge and/or
other important
American officials in Viet-Nam
as personae non
gratae.
U.S. Response:
(a) We should stall on the removal of our officials until the efforts
to mount a coup have borne fruit. This situation again shows the
importance of speed on the part of both the U.S. and Vietnamese
sides. We should also suspend aid.
(b) Should the GVN begin to bring physical pressure on our
personnel, we should introduce U.S. forces to safeguard their security.
’ Source: Kennedy
Library,
National
Security Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, Memos
and Miscellaneous.
Top Secret. Drafted
by Mendenhall
and cleared in draft by Allen S.
Whiting,
Director
of the Office of Research
and Analysis
for the Far East, Bureau of
Intelligence
and Research.
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4. Diem-Nhu Move: Blackmail pressure on U.S. dependents in
Viet-Nam, such as arrests, a few mysterious deaths or-more
likelydisguised threats (like Nhu’s recent threat to raze Saigon in case of a
coup).
U.S. Response:
(a) We should maintain our sangfroid with res ect to threats.
(b) We should urge American personnel to taKe such precautions
as avoidance of unnecessary movement and concentration of families.
We should also issue arms to selected American personnel.
(c) We should demand the release of any Americans arrested and
should insist for the record on roper protection of Americans by the
GVN. (GVN failure to furnish t Kis protection could serve as one of the
justifications for 0 en U.S. intervention.)
(d) We shoul x evacuate dependents and other nonofficial personnel at the earliest ossible moment that Ambassador Lodge considers
it consistent with t Re overall operation.
(e) We should intervene with U.S. forces if necessary to protect
Americans during evacuation and to obtain the release of those arrested.
5. Diem-Nhu Move: Severance of all aid ties with the US., ouster
of all U.S. personnel (except for a limited diplomatic staff), and demand for removal of all U.S.-controlled
military equipment in VietNam.
U.S. Response:
(a) We should stall in removing U.S. personnel and equipment
from Viet-Nam. This move by the GVN would again, however, underscore the necessity for speed in our counteraction.
(b) If Diem-Nhu
move to seize U.S.-controlled
equipment, we
should resist by all necessary force.
6. Diem-Nhu Move: Political move toward the DRV (such as opening of neutralization
negotiations), or rumors and indirect threats of
such a move.
U.S. Response:
(a) Ambassador Lodge should give Diem a clear warning of the
dangers of such a course, and point out its continued pursuit will lead
to cessation of U.S. aid.
(b) Encourage the generals to move promptly with a coup.
(c) We should publicize to the world at an ap ropriate moment
any threats or move by Diem or Nhu toward the DR e in order to show
the two-edged game they are playing and help justify publicly our
counteractions.
(d) If the DRV threatens to respond to an anti-Diem coup by
sending troops openly to South Viet-Nam, we should let it know
unequivocally that we shall hit the DRV with all that is necessary to
force it to desist.
(e) We should be prepared to take such military action,
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U.S. Response:
(a) We should point out ublicly that Viet-Nam cannot be effectively neutralized unless the P ommunists are removed from control of
North Viet-Nam. If a coalition between Diem and the Communists is
suggested, we should reply that this would be the avenue to a Communist take-over in view of the relative strength of the two rincipals
in the coalition. Once an anti-Diem coup is started in South s iet-Nam,
we can point to the obvious refusal of South Viet-Nam to accept a
Diem-Communist
coalition.
8. Diem-Nhu Move: If hostilities start between the GVN and a
coup group, Diem and Nhu will seek to negotiate in order to play for
time (as during the November, 1960, coup attempt) and rally loyal
forces to Saigon.
U.S. Response:
(a) The U.S. must define its objective with crystal clearness. If we
try to save Diem by encouraging negotiations between him and a coup
group, while a coup is in progress, we shall greatly increase the risk of
an unsuccessful outcome of the coup attempt. Our objective should,
therefore, clearly be to bring the whole Ngo family under the control
of the coup group.
(b) We should warn the coup grou to press any military advantage it gains to its logical conclusion wit Kout stopping to negotiate.
(c) We should use all ossible means to influence pro-Diem generals like Cao to move to t Re cou side. For exam le, General Harkins
could send a direct message to P a0 pointing to t Re consequences of a
continued stand in support of the Ngo family and the advantage of
shifting over to the coup group.
(d) We should use, or encourage the coup group to use, military
measures to prevent any lo al forces outside Saigon from rallying to
Diem’s support. For examp Ye, we can jam radio communications
between Diem and these forces and we can encourage interdiction
of
transportation by blowing up bridges.
(e) We should encourage the coup group to capture and remove
romptly from Viet-Nam any members of the Ngo family outside
g aigon, including Can and Thuc who are normally in Hue. We should
assist in this operation to any extent necessary.
9. Diem-Nhu Move: Continuation
of hostilities in Saigon as long
as possible in the hope that the U.S. will weaken because of the bloodbath which may involve U.S. personnel.
US. Response:
(a) We should maintain our sangfroid and encourage the coup
forces to continue the fight to the extent necessary.
(b) We should seek to bring officers lo al to Diem over to our side
by direct approaches by MACV or CAS in cyucements.
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(c) We should encourage the coup group to take necessary action
to deprive the loyal forces of access to supplies,
(d) We should make full use of any U.S. equipment available in
Viet-Nam to assist the cou group.
(e) If necessary, we sR ould bring in U.S. combat forces to assist
the coup group to achieve victory.
10. Diem-Nhu

Move: A Gotterdammerung

in the Palace.

U.S. Response
(a) We should encourage the coup group to fight the battle to the
end and to destroy the Palace if necessary to gain victory.
(b) Unconditional
surrender should be the terms for the Ngo
family since it will otherwise seek to outmaneuver
both the coup
forces and the U.S. If the family is taken alive, the Nhus should be
banished to France or any other European country willing to receive
them. Diem should be treated as the generals wish.
11. Diem-Nhu Move: Flight out of the country (this is unlikely
would not be in keeping with the past conduct of the Ngo family).

as it

U.S. Response:
We should be prepared, with the knowledge of the coup oup, to
furnish a plane to take the Ngo family to France or other IFuro ean
countr which will receive it. Under no circumstances shoul B the
Nhus ii e permitted to remain in Southeast Asia in close proximity to
Viet-Nam because of the plots they will try to mount to regain power.
If the generals decide to exile Diem, he should also be sent outside
Southeast Asia.
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of State,

SUBJECT
Viet-Nam
PARTICIPANTS
State Department
Secretary of State-in
Mr. Hilsman
Ambassador Nolting
White House
McGeorge Bundy
Mr. Forrestal

the Chair

Defense Department
Secretary McNamara
Mr. Gilpatric
Gen. Maxwell Taylor
Maj. Gen. Krulak
Secretary of Treasury Dillon
The Vice President
USIA-Mr. Edward Murrow

CIA
General Carter
Mr. Helms
Mr. Colby

The discussion began by focussing on the apparent “inertia” on
the part of the Generals as mentioned in paragraph 5 of Lodge’s
cable. ’
The Secretary of Defense called attention to the cable reporting on
the meeting with Lt. Col. Thao and expressed his feeling that the Thao
plan was not worthy of serious consideration. 3
Mr. Hilsman pointed out that the Generals had asked our opinion
of Thao, expressing their distrust of him and that we had advised
against their taking him into their confidence. This meeting might,
therefore, have been their merely listening to him or an attempt by
Thao to smoke out the opposition on behalf of Diem-Nhu.
’ Source: Kennedy Library, Hilsman Papers, Countries Series-Vietnam,
White
House Meetings, State memcons. Top Secret; Eyes Only; No Distribution. Drafted by
H&man. There are two other records of this meeting: a memorandum of discussion by
BromIey Smith, August 29 (ibid., National Security Files, Meetings and Memoranda,
Meetings on Vietnam) and a memorandum for the record by Krulak, August 30 (National Defense University, Taylor Papers, T-172-69).
r Reference is to Document 20. In Smith’s record of the meeting, the deliberations
began as follows:
“Secretary Rusk opened the meeting by requesting an analysis of reports received
from the field estimating forces loyal to Diem and forces loyal to the generals’ coup.
“General Taylor, in summary, said the Presidential Guard and Special Forces were
on Diem’s side. Other generals may or may not be loyal to Diem.
“Secretary Rusk reminded the group of its obligation to the President. It was not
clear to him who we are dealing with and we were apparently operating in a jungle.”
3 Reference is to Document 22. In both Smith’s and Krulak’s records of the meeting,
McNamara specifically states that General Harkins must get in touch with the
Vietnamese generals to learn more. Smith also recounts McNamara stating that the
United States should not give the generals support until Harkins makes contact with
them.
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Mr. Helms described what seemed to him to be Nhu’s plan, as
described in a recent TDCS 4 -that is, to hold pro-government
rallies,
set up pro-government
Buddhist groups and, at a certain stage, pick off
the opposition leaders; in general easing tensions and returning rapidly to the general posture of the GVN as of, say, August 20. 5
The Secretary of State asked the question: “If the Generals do not
intend to move and Diem-Nhu
return to the August 20 posture, can
we live with it?” Mr. Helms said that he did not know. It depended
upon whether Mr. Nhu would reverse his course. Mr. Helms said that
Mr. Colby probably knew Nhu better than anyone else and asked his
opinion.
Mr. Colby said that Nhu would not “reverse” his course; that he
might well ease tensions and produce the facade of August 20, but he
would most certainly proceed with his “personalist revolution”
and
his “strategic hamlet society.”
Ambassador Nolting said that Nhu was undoubtedly
a shifty
character but that he could assure everyone that Nhu would not really
negotiate with Ho Chi Minh and would not move to a unification with
North Vietnam; that he was committed to an anti-Communist
course.
He said that Nhu would undoubtedly pull shenanigans that would be
difficult for the US, with Laos and with Cambodia and shenanigans
that would, if anything, put the US into a harder confrontation with
North Vietnam and with Communist China.
Mr. Hilsman said that the answer to the Secretary of State’s question, in his opinion, depended on the attitude of the Vietnamese people and the prominence of Nhu in the weeks and months ahead. He
felt that, if Nhu assumed a prominent role, say, by occupying the new
office of Prime Minister, and the action against the pagodas went
without retribution, the graph of the future would be a slow but steady
deterioration downwards in which apathy in the army, a drifting off of
junior officers and noncommissioned
officers, possibly student and
labor strikes would slowly but surely degrade the war effort. If, on the
other hand, Madame Nhu went on a long vacation and brother Nhu
faded into the background, it was possible that the graph would be
slightly upwards from level -i.e., that progress might be made in the
war against the Viet Cong but it would be much slower and less
certain and take several years longer than the Secretary of Defense and
he had contemplated at, say, the last Honolulu meeting. 6
’ Not further identified.
5 Both Smith and Krulak stated that Helms believed that the CIA had no evidence
that would suggest that the generals had a plan. According to Smith, Helms also stated
that “it appears that Colonel Tho [Theo] is being looked to to do the coup planning.”
Krulak recounts that Helms found “the Thao report most disquieting to him.”
b Regarding the Secretary of Defense’s conference in Honolulu, May 6, see vol. III,
pp. 264-270.
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The Secretary of State then turned to the question of the de Gaulle
statement 7 and French activity.
Mr. Colby said that it was possible that Nhu had been working
through the French talking to the DRV. General Carter said that the
Secretary had asked for any hunches on the situation there, and although we lacked information because Harkins had as yet been unable
to make his contacts with the Generals, he was prepared to offer the
following hunch: that is, that Nhu has known of our machinations for
the last two or three days; that the Generals are backing off; that Nhu
also is backing off in the sense that he is trying to do what the US
wants and to put the GVN in as favorable a posture as possible.
General Carter’s hunch was that the possibility of a Generals’ coup is
out; that in one week’s time the GVN will look the same as it did as of
the 20th of August; i.e. that Nhu will back off from repressive action in
an attempt to give at least the appearance of a rapprochement with the
US. General Carter said that there were several indications of thisthe appointment
of a new Ambassador;* Madame Nhu’s silence; the
pro-government
rallies; the surfacing of pro-government
Buddhists;
the creation of a new inter-sect committee; allowing Mau to go on
leave; the release of the students; the reopening of the schools; the
easing of the curfew; the return of Radio Saigon back to civilian control.
The Secretary of Defense said that in his opinion the Generals
didn’t have a plan and never did, contrary to their assurances.
After discussion it was made clear that the Generals did not say
that they had a plan, but in their initial approach had said that they
would develop one if they got US assurances. All agreed that from the
evidence now available it looked as if the Generals were either backing off or were wallowing but that we could not know until after their
meeting with Harkins. The Secretary of-State said that the situation on
Saturday’ appeared to be that the Vietnamese military wanted to
mount a coup; that they wanted US assurances of support even
’ On August 29, French President
Charles De Gaulle made a statement
on Vietnam
at a meeting of the French Council of Ministers.
At the close of the Council meeting,
the
French Minister
of Information,
Alain Peyrefitte,
read the statement
to news correspondents. The statement
reads in part as follows:
“France’s
knowledge
of the merits of this
people makes her appreciate
the role they would be capable of playing
in the current
situation
in Asia for their own progress and to further international
understanding,
once
they could go ahead with their activities
independently
of the outside, in internal
peace
and unity and in harmony
with their neighbors.
Today more than ever, this is what
France wishes for Vietnam
as a whole. Naturally
it is up to this people, and to them
alone, to choose the means of achieving
it, but any national effort that would be carried
out in Vietnam
would
find France ready,
to the extent of her own possibilities,
to
establish
cordial cooperation
with this country.”
The full text is printed
in Americnn
Foreign Policy: Current Documents,
1963, p. 869.
* The new Vietnamese
Ambassador
to the United States, Do Vang Ly.
9 August 24.
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though it would be a Vietnamese affair; that our response was that we
would support them in an effort that was truly Vietnamese; that the
main target was Nhu; and that the Generals could keep Diem if they
desired. By this Saturday lo there does not appear to be much in it. The
Secretary felt that we should send a cable to Lodge expressing these
concerns, picking up the reference in Lodge’s remark that nothing
seemed to be happening.
The Secretary of State said that one contingency we should look
at urgently, since it seemed to be the most likely one, was what we
would do if the Generals’ approach was only an exercise in frustration
and gossip. Maybe the thing to do was to get the Generals back to
fighting the war.
There was some discussion of counter-indicators,
e.g., the possibility of riots, the reports of planned arrests of Generals and so on.
Mr. Nolting asked if the cable to Lodge ought not to withdraw
some of the authority already delegated. He was especially thinking of
the instruction that permitted Harkins to talk with the Generals.
Mr. H&man
pointed out that Harkins was authorized to give
assurances to the Generals and to review their planning but not to
engage in planning with them.
The Secretary of Defense read the instructions to Harkins and all
agreed that they were appropriate and should not be altered. i1
Mr. Hilsman pointed out that at some stage, but certainly not until
we had the results of Harkins’ meeting with the Generals, we would
have to look at the question of whether we should cross over from
assuring the Generals to a policy of forcing them into a position in
which they had to take action, i.e., whether we could precipitate action
by the Generals. The question here was whether the Generals had
enough will and determination
even to be forced. We could, however,
know this only if we had more information.
The Secretary said we needed papers on a much wider range of
contingencies. As he had said before, we needed a paper on the
contingency if there is no coup attempt. What we needed is one list of
the whole range of contingencies. One would be the frittering away of
the interest of the Generals in a coup attempt. Another would be if
their plan is inadequate in the US view for a successful coup.
The contingency paper dated August 30” was distributed, and
the Secretary of Defense said he thought the consolidated list of contingencies and US responses ought to eliminate any assumptions. In
addition to those in the paper, which were based on the assumption
that a coup would in fact be mounted, we ought to examine several
” August 3 1.
” Not found.
” Supra.
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more. One was that Diem and Nhu eased pressures either in arresting
Generals or arresting a few key ones, Another was that Diem-Nhu
eased pressures and Nhu takes power with the title of Prime Minister.
Another was that Diem-Nhu
eased pressures and Nhu becomes less
prominent.
The Secretary of State, Secretary of Defense, Mr. Gilpatic
and
others also suggested adding the following contingencies:
1. Political intervention by a third party, e.g., bringing the matter
before the UN.
2. Pressure in the US to reduce aid unless Diem does things he is
not now doing.
3. In the event of a successful coup-the
slate of possible Ministers and the various forms that a government might take.
4. Request for a variety of US military help-from
the use of
helicopters ranging up to US troops.
5. Lar e scale civil disorders-from
riots through civil war and
including ta e sudden seizure of US communications
centers and installations, including a set of these cables.
6. Increased Viet Cong activity in a variety of circumstances, including when the ARVN was split and possibly fighting among themselves.
7. DRV intervention into a chaotic situation-on
its own initiative
or by invitation.
8. Political activity outside Viet-Nam-e.g.
Thailand, Ceylon and
others having a regional meeting of Buddhist countries.
9. Difficulties between SVN and its neighbors-e.g.
cutting off
Mekong traffic to Cambodia as a result of withdrawal of recognition.
The papers requested above will be prepared as soon as possible
and distributed piecemeal.
A meeting will be held at 11:OO tomorrow morning.
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From the Embassy in Vietnam

to the Department

Saigon, August 30,1963-7

p.m.

384. CINCPAC for POLAD. Called on Lalouette, the French Ambassador. He has been here five years; is intelligent;
and has the
reputation of sincerely favoring U.S. program here. He expressed himself as follows:
Diem has a steadfastness and determination
which is rare in Asia
and is valuable. In many ways he is the best Chief of State in Southeast Asia. His weakness is that he is not a political leader, cannot make
speeches, cultivate the press, etc.
He is much better off with Nhu than without him. Nhu is efficient
and intelligent. The war against the Viet Cong can be won with Diem
administration
in office.
The present situation is largely the work of the press, helped
greatly by Vietnamese ineptness. In the days of French administration,
suicides of Buddhists were very common and had no effect whatever
on the population.
They create much more excitement abroad than
they do in Vietnam.
Things are now quieting down; Buddhists are being released.
Decree Law No. 10 will be repealed. The pagodas will be repaired at
government expense; a ceremony is planned to be held at the Xa Loi
Pagoda.
Madame Nhu will soon go away for several months on a trip to
India and the United States.
The Vietnamese officials have been waiting for a dialogue to
begin with me which has not taken place. They are, therefore, turning
in on themselves, which is bad. My comment: This is not strictly true.
In my conversations with both Diem and Nhu, I suggested a number
of things which should be done.
There is still some danger of a violent uprising, but it is getting
less.
He asked: What could be done to please U.S. I said: Get rid of the
Nhus. He said: This is impossible, but it might be possible to bring in
someone with titles of Prime Minister and reduce Nhu’s role.
’ Source: Department
of State, Central Files, POL 1 S VIET. Secret; Eyes Only; Limit
Distribution.
Received
at 3:16 p.m. Repeated
to CINCPAC
and passed by the Department of State to the White House, the Office of the Secretary
of Defense, and the CIA.
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In a year or two the guerrilla danger might be ended. The Viet
Cong are very discouraged and morale is very low in North Vietnam,
concerning which he said he was well informed inasmuch as the
French have a mission there. When the guerrilla war is ended, it might
be possible for the South Vietnamese, who would then be much
stronger than the North Vietnamese, to propose trading some of their
rice for North Vietnamese coal. This might lead towards a unified
Vietnam with South Vietnam the dominant element. But all of this
was remote.
When I left, he said: Let me say two things-first,
try to calm
American opinion and, second, no coups.
Lodge

28.

Memorandum
Washington,

of a Conversation, Department
August 30,1963,5 p.m. ’

of State,

SUBJECT
Vietnam
PARTICIPANTS
French

U.S.

Ambassador Alphand
M. Pierre Pelen

The Secretary
Mr. Richard H. Davis, Deputy Assistant
Secretary, EUR
Mr. Johannes V. Imhof, WE

Ambassador Alphand called on the Secretary at 5:00 p.m. on
August 30. One of the subjects discussed was:
Vietnam
The Secretary said that the press both here and in France was
giving the impression that Ambassador Alphand had been summoned
to this meeting because of General de Gaulle’s statement on Vietnam. ’
The Secretary said that this was obviously not true and that it was
desirable to correct this impression. Ambassador Alphand agreed. He
said that while he had not seen the final version of the French statement on Vietnam right after it had been made, he had seen initial
’ Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 1 S VIET. Secret. Drafted by
Imhof.
’ See footnote 7, Document 26.
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drafts two weeks ago while he was still in Paris, He said that in
essence the statement reiterated the points which General de Gaulle
had made in his meeting with the President in the spring of 1961. 3
The French did not feel that a military solution could work.
The Secretary said that it was the other side which is seeking to
impose a military solution. We did not seek South Vietnam as an ally
and we would be perfectly happy if it were truly nonaligned as many
other countries are. However, the facts of the situation were that
Communist guerrillas supported from the North were seeking to subjugate the country. This we had to resist. Ambassador Alphand said
that he appreciated this position. Certainly the French had no immediate solution to the problem. General de Gaulle’s statement was intended merely as a long term proposition, not as something that could
be put into effect in the near future.
The Secretary noted that France had a delegation in Hanoi. He
said he hoped the French would let us have some of the information
which the French delegation developed there. Ambassador Alphand
promised to look into this. He said that he had read an article in a
recent USIA publication comparing the positions of Mao Tse Tung and
Ho Chi Minh on the situation in Vietnam. Mao, according to this
publication, was for the continuation and intensification
of the war,
while Ho was for peace. Ambassador Alphand said that the French
agreed with this analysis and he suggested that it would be useful to
compare notes on the respective positions of Mao and Ho.
The Secretary said the Soviets had recently created the impression
in connection with Laos that they had not much influence in Southeast
Asia. This might be true; on the other hand, it was also possible that
the Soviets wanted us to believe that this was so. Ambassador Alphand was inclined to believe that the Soviets had in fact little influence in the area. On the other hand, Ho Chi Minh was basically antiChinese. A neutral solution for Vietnam was therefore possible and
might be the best solution. The Secretary repeated that we had been
drawn into the conflict because of Viet [Cong?] activity. There was as
yet no indication that a truly neutral Vietnam was possible. A false
neutrality would be most dangerous as it would have repercussions on
Vietnam’s neighbors, especially on Indonesia.
Ambassador Alphand said the present situation was most difficult. He felt Diem was undesirable; however, there was nobody in
sight to replace him. The Secretary said the main problem seemed to
be Diem’s brother Nhu and he wondered whether the enticements of
‘President
Kennedy
visited France May 31-June
2, 1961. Records of his conversations with President
Charles De Gaulle are in Department
of State, Conference
Files: Lot
66 D 110, CF 1891.
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Paris could not be offered to him. Ambassador Alphand said that
Nhu’s father was going to Paris, but there were no indications that
Nhu himself planned to retire.
Ambassador Alphand, while admitting that the neutral solution
was not as yet effective in Laos, said that at least it has stopped the
war there. The Secretary said the situation in Laos was different. If
every foreigner really left Laos it was quite possible that there could be
no internal security problem and that the country would not create
problems for any of its neighbors. The same was not necessarily true
of a unified Vietnam. The Vietnamese are more active and ambitious
and might create problems.
Ambassador Alphand said he planned to emphasize to the press
that it was absurd to think that France was looking for an arrangement
with Diem or was trying to extend her influence at the expense of the
U.S. The Secretary suggested that the Ambassador might point out
that de Gaulle’s declaration represented long-term views. Ambassador
Alphand agreed.

29.

Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between the
Secretary of State and the President’s Special Assistant for
National Security Affairs (Bundy), Washington, August 30,
1963,6:08 p.m. ’
TELEPHONE

CALL FROM MR. BUNDY

Set returned the call and B asked if Set had fun with Alphand.’
Set said he claims and he will say to the press this was a long-term
view and it is almost what our Pres said in 1961 re Viet-Nam. 3 B asked
if Set has seen Lodge’s report on his call on French Ambassador
Lalouette. 4 Set said yes. B thinks it is interesting and raised the question of whether Cabot should talk to these people more concretely
than he has especially if the other plan is a fallen balloon. B said we
can’t settle it tonight but thought he would mention it. We may need
this channel. B does not think he has told them very much except we
are disturbed. We will reread them. This is one subject that was not
’ Source: Department
of State,
Transcribed
by Phyllis D. Bemau.

Rusk Files:

Lot 72 D 192, Telephone

Conversations.

2Seeswpra.

3 Apparent

reference

736.
’ See Document

27.

to Kennedy’s

letter

to Diem,

December

14, 1961; see vol. I, p.
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discussed this p.m. Set mentioned
Madame Nhu’s coming here.
Agreed this is ominous. B said if Cabot told the French Amb they
should go that went to the Nhus. Set will study it this evening and B
will too. Meeting tomorrow at 11.

30.

Memorandum
From the Director of the Joint Staff, Joint
Chiefs of Staff (Riley) to the President ’

DJSM-1463-63

Washington, August 30, 1963.

SUBJECT
Availability of Forces for Deployment to Saigon

Three Marine BIT’s, totaling 4,500 men, have been positioned
with necessary sea and airlift so that the three reinforced battalions
and command elements can close Saigon in 24 hours. Initial helibome
elements from TF 76.5 would close Saigon in two hours.
a. One BIT, at sea, can close Saigon in eight hours, with initial
elements arriving in two hours. This BIT is now located 50 miles East
of Cap St Jacques (70 miles from Saigon). With advance warning, as
tensions increase, this force can be moved closer to shore and reaction
times reduced accordingly.
b. Two BIT’s are on a four hour alert with associated airlift at
Okinawa, 6:40 flying hours from Saigon.
One additional Marine BIT afloat has been directed to a position
off Vietnam and will be on station in approximately six days.
For backup, there are two additional battalions on Okinawa: one
Marine BIT and one battalion of the 173d Airborne Brigade. This
backup force totals 2,700 men.
Herbert D. Riley
Vice Admiral, USN
’ Source: Kennedy Library, National Security Files, Vietnam Country Files, Memos
and Miscellaneous. Secret. A note on the source text indicates that this memorandum
was taken from the President’s Reading File, dated August 31.
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of State to the Embassy in

Washington, August 30, 1963-8:30

p.m.

284. Eyes only for Ambassador. Following is report to you on
today’s meeting which reviewed your 383 ’ and other messages.
Discussion focused on “inertia” mentioned your para 5. Generals
so far appear have no plan and little momentum.
Further, bits and
pieces of information here suggest that Diem and Nhu are moving to
normalize situation and head off possibilities of being upset. Prospect
of changing government
by strong and concerted Vietnamese elements seem very thin on basis of any hard information we have. This
raises possibility that Nhu will try to ease internal and international
pressures and perhaps bring about quiet liquidation of potential opposition. Possibility therefore increasingly is that if there is to be a
change, it can only be brought about by American rather than
Vietnamese effort. Obviously, an abortive effort inspired by or attributed to the United States will be disastrous. Central question therefore
comes to be how much reality there is in attitude expressed by generals with whom contacts have been made and their capabilities and
determination
with respect to what has been said thus far. The distinction between what is desirable and what is possible is one which we
may have to face in the next few days. This telegram changes none of
your instructions but expresses our uneasiness at the absence of bone
and muscle as seen from here. Can assure you that highest levels in
Washington are giving this problem almost full-time attention.
Rusk
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; Emergency. Drafted
by Rusk and cleared with Hilsman,
Krulak,
and Forrestal.
Repeated
to
CINCPAC
for POLAD
exclusive for Felt.
2 Document
20.
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Telegram From the Central Intelligence
Saigon to the Agency ’

Agency Station in

Saigon, August 32, 2963-2:39

a.m.

0499. This particular coup is finished. General Harkins cabling
General Taylor results this morning’s conversation with General
Khiem. 2 Summary of Khiem’s statements is to effect that Generals did
not feel ready and did not have sufficient balance of forces. They had
talked with Nhu yesterday and he has assured them that SVN would
be able continue the war, finding means to do so where it could.
Generals thinking of proposing to Diem that he bring senior officers
into certain Cabinet positions with Nhu in charge of Cabinet, i.e., a
kind of prime ministerial role. Harkins’ judgment is that Generals were
not ready and could not achieve balance of forces favorable to them.
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Secret; Eyes Only;
Operational
Immediate.
The source text is a copy the CIA sent to the Department
of
State exclusive
for Rusk, Ball, Harriman,
and Hilsman.
Copies were also sent to the
White House exclusive
for Bundy and to the Assistant
Chief of Staff for Intelligence,
Department
of the Army,
exclusive
for McNamara,
Gilpatric,
Taylor, and Krulak.
Received at the Department
of State at 4:47 a.m.
2 Infra.

33.

Telegram From the Commander, Military
Assistance
Command, Vietnam (Harkins) to the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (Taylor) *
Saigon, August 31, 1963-I:45

p.m.

MAC 1583. Request that a copy be passed to State, CIA, and other
interested agencies.
’ Source: Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, Defense Cables. Top Secret; Eyes Only. Repeated to CINCPAC
exclusive for Felt. A note on
the source text indicates
the President
read this telegram.
The source text is a copy
Krulak sent to the White House for Bundy; Krulak also sent copies to the Department
of
State for Rusk, Ball, Harriman,
and Hilsman;
to CIA for Helms; to the Army for General
Wheeler;
to the Navy for Admiral
MacDonald;
and to the Marine
Corps for General
Shoup. A summary
version of this cable is printed in Pentagon Papers: Gravel Edition,
vol. II, pp. 740-74 1.
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On instructions from Ambassador had a talk with Brig Gen
Khiem, Chief JGS, this morning. Purpose was to give assurance of U.S.
backing as per State 272.’
Khiem was at first reluctant to say anything, indicating he was
just a junior officer and that I should talk to Big Minh who was really
the head guy.
I said I would be delighted to talk to Big Minh, but he had put the
word that no Americans were to contact him.
He stated Big Minh had stopped planning at this time, and was
working on other methods-these
he did not elaborate on.
He said because Big Minh had called off the planning so had
others mentioning only himself and Gen Khanh.
He said all concerned had such a respect for Big Minh they followed his direction.
Asked where Co1 Thao, CAS 0483, 3 stood in the picture. Khiem
replied he knew Thao was making plans-but
that few of military
trusted him because of his V.C. background-and
that he might still be
working for the V.C. Comment: This might be an indicator of the other
method, but this just conjecture.
Then he went on to say the Generals were not ready as they did
not have enough forces under their control compared to those under
President and now in Saigon.
He indicated they, the Generals, did not want to start anything
they could not successfully finish.
Khiem then said Gen Don was not in Big Minh’s confidence.
Comment: Probably because of Don’s present position because they are
not personal friends.
At a meeting yesterday, Mr. Nhu said he now went along with
everything the U.S. wants to do, and even had the backing of President Kennedy. I said this was news to me. Khiem said he wondered if
Nhu is again trying to flush out the Generals. He intimated the Generals do not have too much trust in Nhu and that he’s such a friend of
Mr. Richardson (CAS), the Generals wonder if Mr Nhu and Madame
Nhu were on the CIA payroll. Comment: (A new angle indeed).
He also stated Big Minh and others could not put too much
backing on Mr Connie’s4 word as representing US. because he was
low in position in CAS. It would take someone like myself or Ambassador Lodge to give them complete confidence. Though it was my
purpose to do just that-in
view of what Khiem had already admitted
’ Document
3 Document
’ Reference

16.
‘22.
is to Conein
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I decided not to-and told Khiem that I would be glad to talk to Big
Minh. But we would have to arrange the meeting. He said he would.
No date set.
I asked if someone couldn’t confront the Nhus with the fact that
their absence from the scene was the key to the overall solution. He
replied that for anyone to do that would be self immolation-he
also
went on to say he doubted if the Nhus and Diem could be split.
He did say that Gen Don was going to present a plan to the
President next week with the backing of the Generals. This was similar
to one I had heard mentioned before; that of placing three Generals in
key Cabinet positions, Interior, Defense, and DGI. Nhu would get
some job such as Chief of Cabinet or a government coordinator.
So we see we have an “organization de confusion” with everyone
suspicious of everyone else and none desiring to take any positive
action as of right now. You can’t hurry the east.
Maybe my meeting with Big Minh, if it occurs, will smoke out
other ghosts.
Regards. Ambassador Lodge has seen.

34.

Telegram
of State’

From the Embassy in Vietnam

to the Department

Saigon, August 33,1963-6

p.m.

391. Eyes only for Secretary. CINCPAC POLAD exclusive for
Admiral Felt. Deptel284. ’
1. You will have seen Harkins’ report 3 which makes it clear that
there is neither the will nor the organization among the Generals to
accomplish anything. (It is conceivable but only conceivable that further talk between Big Minh and Harkins will alter this estimate.)
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; Operational Immediate.
Received at 7:16 a.m. Repeated Operational
Immediate
to CINCPAC.
Relayed by the Department
of State to the White House, the Office of the Secretary
of
Defense, and the CIA. Another
copy of this telegram has a marginal
note indicating
that
the President saw it. (Kennedy
Library,
National
Security Files, Vietnam Country
Series,
State Cables)
’ Document
3 1.
’ Supra.

Reassessment in Washington;

Inaction in Saigon

67

This marks the end of one week which began with your instructions of last Sunday. We used every asset that we had including
General Harkins.
Our record has been thoroughly
respectable
throughout and we have shown our willingness to put ourselves on
the line.
2. At some indeterminate
date in the future [if?] some other group
with the necessary strength and lust for office comes forward, we can
contemplate another effort.
3. I believe the government suspects us of trying to engineer a
coup. This belief plus the fact that I have been strictly correct and have
not in any way sought to flatter or cajole them have put them in an
apprehensive state of mind. They also believe I could say something
which would help them with U.S. public opinion if they did something to justify it. Finally they expect me to make a report to Washington.
4. Perhaps an arrangement could be worked out whereby the
following could be made to happen: Madame Nhu to leave the country, Mr. Nhu’s functions to be limited entirely to Strategic Hamlets, the
office of Prime Minister to be created and Mr. Thuan to become Prime
Minister; Archbishop Thuc to leave the country. In addition the students and Buddhists would be liberated; Decree Law 10 would be
repealed; the pagodas would be repaired and conciliatory gestures
would be made. All of this, if agreed to might be announced by
President in Washington.
I think there is a dependable person of
highest quality and prestige who would be the go-between. I would
not talk of this to Nhu or Diem without further clearance with you.
5. I think the U.S. Government was right to instruct me as it did
last Sunday not only because of the state of opinion in America and
Free World but because the Government of Viet-Nam has acted both
as liars and criminals. But now the only attempt to change the govemment which would succeed would be one which the US. could mount
itself and, of course, that is out of the question.
6. To take up a different but related matter, I am very reliably
informed that French Ambassador Lalouette was with Nhu for four
hours on August 20 when the attack on the pagodas took place. I am
also advised by a dependable source that he wants the U.S. Govemment out of Viet-Nam so that the French can become the intermediary
between South and North Viet-Nam. On Friday (the day on which I
had my talk with Lalouette)4 he gave a lunch at which were present
the Papal Delegate and the Italian and Australian Ambassadors. After
the Australian had gone Lalouette said: “We must save the family”, as
though the family were the first consideration,
‘See

Document

27.
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7. I have good reason to believe that the Holy See would be
willing to intervene with General De Gaulle. I understand that the
Papal Delegate told Diem that he had betrayed his church and his
country. I am reliably advised that Nhu is in a highly volatile state of
mind and that some sort of gesture through Nhu to North Viet-Nam is
not impossible.
8. As one more persuasive factor in our dealings with GVN would
it be possible for House or House Committee to cut our appropriation
for foreign aid for Viet-Nam? Giving me chance to get GVN to agree to
our points on the ground that this would facilitate restoration of the
item. I am too far away to know whether or not this would be practical
politics. But here it could have certain advantages.
Lodge

35.

Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between the
Secretary of State and the President’s Special Assistant for
National Security Affairs (Bundy), Washington, August 31,
1963,955 a.m. ’
TELEPHONE

CALL FROM MR. BUNDY (WH)

Mr. Bundy said it was very fortunate the Set has rewritten the
message to Saigon. ’ The Sec. said even our hunches were better than
we had a right to expect. The Sec. said the mtg. here at eleven o’clock3
this morning would be largely a political one. Bundy said there was no
reason for cutting back in numbers; we would have one more meeting
and then have the military. The Sec. asked if he should call the Vice
President. Bundy said to tell him it was no longer an emergency and it
wasn’t necessary that he come. Dillon had gone to the country.
Bundy said he had spoken briefly with the Pres and either the
Pres would call here around 11:30 or vice versa. The Sec. said another
hunch he had was the French involvement.
The Sec. said he would
call the Vice Pres.
(The Pres. called Mr. Bundy during the mtg c 11:30 and Mr.
Bundy gave him a report on the mtg.)
’ Source: Department of State, Rusk Files: Lot 72 D 192, Telephone Conversations.
Transcribed by Mildred Asbjomson.
’ Apparent reference to Document 3 1.
3 See Document 37.
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Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between the
Secretary of State and the Assistant Secretary of State for
Far Eastern Affairs (Harriman), August 31,1963,10:15 a.m.’
TELEPHONE

CALL FROM AMB. HARRIMAN

Amb. Harriman said he would come back to Washington if need
be. He did not think events entirely surprising (Vietnam). He thought
we should go back to the program we recommended a week ago, * and
have it out. He thought we should tell Diem what we were going to do
and stick to it. We had gone through the same thing with Phoumi3
Harriman asked if the Set had seen Kattenburg. The Set said he had
but that Kattenburg’s report * was already out of date in some important respects.
The Sec. said either he or Mr. Hilsman would be in touch with
Amb. Harriman later in the day.
i Source: Department of State, Rusk Files: Lot 72 D 192, Telephone Conversations.
Transcribed by Mildred Asbjomson.
* Apparent reference to telegram 243 to Saigon, vol. III, p. 628.
3 Reference is to Harriman’s efforts to convince Phoumi Nosovan to cooperate with
U.S. support of a neutralized Laos.
’ Rusk apparently is referring to Kattenburg’s point of view, set forth in the memorandum of conversation infra.

37.

Memorandum
Washington,

of a Conversation, Department
August 31,1963,11 a.m.’

of State,

SUBJECT
Viet-Nam
PARTICIPANTS
Department

of State

Secretary of State
Mr. Hilsman
Amb. Nolting
Mr. Kattenburg

Department

of Defense

Secretary McNamara
Mr. Gilpatric
Gen. Maxwell Taylor
Maj. Gen. Krulak

’ Source: Kennedy Library, Hilsman Papers, White House Meetings, State Memcons. Top Secret; Eyes Only; No Distribution. Drafted by Hilsman. Krulak’s memorandum of this meeting is printed in United States-Vietnam
Relations, 29451967,
Book 12,
pp. 540-544. A brief memorandum of discussion of this meeting by Bromley Smith is in
Kennedy Library, National Security Files, Meetings and Memoranda, Meetings on Vietnam.
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White House

CIA

McGeorge Bundy
Mr. Forrestal

Gen. Carter
Mr. Helms
Mr. Colby

The Vice President
USIA-Mr. Edward Murrow

The Secretary of State began the meeting by saying that we were
back to Wednesday of last week.’ He suggested that we go to the
original problem: What factors made us think well of a coup? These
factors were still relevant to our basic problem. He felt that we should
not rule out our attitude towards Nhu as an individual. The problem is
what Diem-Nhu
did, the policies they followed that eroded solidarity
in Viet-Nam for pursuing the war, international support, and US public opinion.
The Secretary of State said that we should consider a message to
Lodge picking up his suggestion 3 of telling Diem the problem in the
US of continuing support and opening a discussion with Lodge as to
what we should get [from?] the Government of South Viet-Nam with
respect to the following: Buddhists, students, the military command,
free scope for US advisers, and Madame Nhu out of the country on a
visit. Additional measures might be a real effort to patch up relations
with neighboring
countries including Cambodia-in
other words, a
total program to achieve what the Nhus were undercutting. The Secretary was reluctant to start by saying that the number one problem was
removing Nhu. He was also clear that engineering a coup ourselves
was something we could not do.
The Secretary of Defense said that he strongly favored the Secretary of State’s ideas. He felt that the initial step was to reestablish
relations between US representatives and their opposite numbers in
the GVN, and especially Lodge and Harkins with Diem.
The Secretary of State said that an extremely important item to
tell Diem was that he must not decapitate the military command
because of rumors of a coup attempt but get on with the war.
The Secretary asked if anyone had any doubts that the coup was
off. Mr. Kattenburg said that he had some doubts. He said that the
VOA broadcast of suspension of aid 4 had had a most remarkable effect
and that it was an enormous pity that this effect was counteracted by a
too rapid pull-back from that broadcast the next day. Mr. Kattenburg
said that the Generals were very, very suspicious of the US and
needed the reassurances they had asked for but had never gotten. In
2 August 21.
3 See Document 34.
’ Vol. III, p. 636.
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this respect it was tragic’ that Harkins had not carried out his instructions, i.e., had not given Khiem the reassurances even though Khiem
had said that the plotting had stopped. The Secretaries of State and
Defense said that they thought that Harkins was absolutely right to
stop before giving reassurances in the light of what Khiem had told
him.
Mr. Hilsman said that he quite agreed that Harkins was right in
not following through with reassurances. He thought that what Mr.
Kattenburg meant by what he had said was that the Generals’ need for
reassurances that the US was really behind them was a crucial factor.
Whether or not it was true, the Generals believed that the authors of
the 1960 coup had been encouraged in their action by low level CAS
people in violation of US Government policy. On this occasion the
Generals had been contacted only by two low level CAS people and
they feared a repetition of 1960. Their suspiciousness was enhanced
by the close relationship Richardson, the CAS Station Chief, has had
with brother Nhu. Against this background, they tended to believe
what Nhu had told them-that
he was in communication
with the US,
that he was doing what the US wanted him to do and that he had had
the approval of President Kennedy.
Mr. Hilsman asked the Secretary of State if he could pick up the
Secretary’s suggestion of getting back to the basic factors in the situation and give his analysis of them. Mr. Hilsman said that there were
four factors in the basic problem. The first factor was the attitude of
the people and especially of the middle level officers and bureaucrats
who would have to carry on the war under any government.
Mr. McNamara asked why Mr. Hilsman thought this was key and
what evidence he had that these people were in fact disaffected. Mr.
Hilsman distinguished between what we knew of the attitude of these
people and why they were key. He felt that they were key because
they were the ones who had to carry on the activities of the government. (What Mr. Hilsman should have said explicitly but only implied
was that of his four factors the reason he had put this one first was that
pursuing the war to a successful conclusion was the most important of
all and that doing this required the cooperation and support of the
middle level officers and bureaucrats.)
On the question of evidence of the attitude of these people, we
had relatively little information and certainly no statistics. However,
we had some information
from conversations between these people
and Embassy officials.
’ Hilsman added the following change in his own hand: “it should be noted,”
which was apparently intended to replace “it was tragic.”
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Mr. Kattenburg said that he felt that they were disaffected, that he
himself had talked to only three such people who were, but that other
Embassy officers had talked to others who were. Also, Mr. Kattenburg
said, we must consider as valid evidence the testimony of seasoned
newspapermen such as Trumbull and Keyes Beech who talked to these
people and who uniformly reported disaffection. The Secretary of
Defense felt that this reflected that the disaffected people that we had
talked to were only those in Saigon.
Mr. Hilsman said that his second factor was the effect of an
American acquiescence in what had happened in Viet-Nam especially
in Southeast Asia but also in Korea where they were watching us
closely to see how much repression we would tolerate as a guide to the
repression they contemplated during their upcoming election.
The third factor was Mr. Nhu. We had the experience of his
attempting to throw out the key American advisers in the provinces
and the strategic hamlet program. This would undoubtedly be revived.
Also Ambassador Nolting had said Nhu would engage in shenanigans
in Laos and Cambodia. Mr. Hilsman said he thought he would also do
so with the North Vietnamese and we knew he had been in contact
with them some months ago. Mr. Hilsman said that sensitive information showed that Nhu had been behind the de Gaulle statement, at
least to the extent that what he had told the French Ambassador gave
de Gaulle the notion.
The fourth factor was US domestic opinion and world opinion.
Mr. Hilsman said that his recommendation
was we now move to
the political and diplomatic arena; that we open tough negotiations
with President Diem, maintaining
with him and publicly our position
of disapproval of recent actions; that we ought to consider telling Diem
that we had temporarily suspended aid pending the outcome of these
negotiations; that this was not an ultimatum
but only a position for
negotiations to bring about a GVN posture that would permit us to
continue our support. This move had the advantage of giving Lodge
some leverage, of signaling the rest of Asia that we were not condoning GVN actions and also help with domestic public opinion. Most
importantly
of all, however, it would signal to the rest of Viet-Nam
that we were doing our utmost to change the nature of GVN policies.
We would then negotiate with Diem for an acceptable arrangement.
The disadvantage was that it would interrupt the momentum
of the
war effort, but this had perhaps already happened. The Secretary of
State said he would not exaggerate what Nhu said to the French, that
was not exactly treasonable and, if it was, we have been a little treasonable too.
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The Secretary said that we should look at the things that we
wanted to extract from these negotiations. It might well be that the
effect of the transaction would be wholesome in getting more cooperation from South Viet-Nam. They might have had a scare during these
recent days too.
The Secretary was not inclined to start with an actual suspension
of aid but a statement that without GVN changes it might not be
possible to continue aid. On the question of international opinion as a
result of the repression of the last few weeks, this might be turned
around if there was in fact a turn-around by the GVN. On Vietnamese
opinion, his feeling was that the disaffection had not yet spilt outside
Saigon but, if the policies of repression continued, then the disaffection would seep out.
Mr. Nolting said that this was not a problem of religious persecution, that the Buddhists had never been persecuted, that the line
should be that the action against the Buddhists was not religious
persecution but to remove political efforts under the cloak of Buddhism. The Secretary said that this was impossible for us to maintain
and he was not at all sure it was true, but that if there was anything to
what Mr. Nolting said it would have to come out of the actions of
conciliation the GVN now took.
Mr. Murrow said that there had been world-wide condemnation
of GVN actions; that if US policy implied that we continued to support
such a government without complaint the world would blame us for
supporting both the GVN and its action if its actions continued bad, as,
for example, the censorship remained in force. Mr. Murrow’s point
was that it would be no easy task to turn around world opinion.
The Secretary of Defense said that we must work out a way of
continuing to help the GVN against the Viet Cong. He agreed that it
should not start with a suspension of aid. We need to reopen communications with Diem to get his ideas about what comes next. He said
that part of the problem was the press-an assumption that the US
was willing to change the situation when in fact it may not be able to
change the situation.
Mr. Kattenburg said that his feeling, and he felt Lodge’s and
Trueheart’s was that if we acquiesce in what has happened or even if
we acquiesce with halfway measures-i.e.,
GVN negotiations with
puppet bonzes-we
will be butted out of the country within six
months to a year6 and he felt that it would be better to withdraw in a
dignified way.
6 Kattenburg
later stated that Lodge specifically
asked him, if he got the chance, to
make this point. (Department
of State, Office of the Historian,
Vietnam
Interviews,
Paul
M. Kattenburg,
March 14, 1984)
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Mr. Bundy asked what was behind this conclusion. Mr. Kattenburg said that the recent actions of the GVN have made the people
the unwilling allies of the Viet Cong; that he had known Diem for 10
years and admired him, but that he had turned into a petty dictator
inseparable from Nhu and that the general expectation in South VietNam would be that the Viet Cong would win.
Ambassador Nolting said that the discontent was confined to the
cities which was only 15 percent of the population; the villagers were
not affected. The feeling in the cities is worse now than ever before but
not that much worse. The government had actually done well with US
help that had begun in 1961 and though this was a bad period he felt
the government could succeed. Mr. Kattenburg said that there was one
new factor. The population was in high hopes following the VOA
broadcast but could do nothing because of the many guns in the street.
If we patch up with Diem and Nhu, we may survive for a few months
but popular discontent will crescendo. The Secretary of State said that
this was speculation, We must start with the situation we are now
facing. He felt that we, first, should decide that we will not pull out of
Viet-Nam and, second, that the US is not going to operate a coup
d’etat itself. We were making steady progress during the first six
months of this year and what we should do is go down the middle of
the track and hope to recover that.
The Vice President said that he agreed. He recognized the evils of
Diem but has seen no alternative to him. Certainly we can’t pull out.
We must reestablish ourselves and stop playing cops and robbers. We
might cut down on aid and tell Diem that he had created a situation
which we cannot handle politically and he must do 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5.
Certainly the US itself could not pull a coup and certainly there were
bad situations in South Viet-Nam. However, there were bad situations
in the US. It was difficult to live with Otto Passman but we couldn’t
pull a coup on him. ’
’ Regarding Vice President Johnson’s remarks, Smith’s memorandum of discussion
reads as follows:
“The Vice President stated his view that he had not known of U.S. actions taken
last Saturday until the following Tuesday meeting. He had never been sympathetic with
our proposal to produce a change of government in Vietnam by means of plotting with
Vietnamese generals. Now that the generals had failed to organize a coup, he thought
that we ought to reestablish ties to the Diem government as quickly as possible and get
forward with the war against the Viet Cong.”
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Memorandum
of a Conversation Between the Assistant
Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs (Hilsman) and the
President’s Special Assistant for National Security Affairs
(Bundy), Washington,
August 31,1963, Noon’

SUBJECT
Viet-Nam

The Cable 2
The important thing is to win the war. It is important to maintain
the leverage of US discontent both in our public posture and in our
private conversations with Diem. We want to go to Diem with a frank
but tough line. We must insist he lay off the Generals and not arrest
them and we must be blunt about this. We must return to the situation
before the 24th of August. Diem ought to have a dialogue with the real
Buddhists (Nolting suggested the venerable Khiet as a possibility). We
ought to hit hard on press censorship. Lodge ought to open his conversations with Diem by saying that he has come to talk. The US is
troubled and these are the reasons. The conversation ought to close
with the problem of the Nhus. This could be settled in later discussions-leave
them till last. Our sanction is that Congress may have to
force us to suspend aid. The President at his next press conference
would have to express his disapproval of what has happened in VietNam. One reason for this is that the US continues to suffer casualties
The New York Times today juxtapositions the rein Viet-Nam-e.g.,
pression of the Buddhists and the US disapproval of GVN actions with
a story of two more Americans killed. Diem must face these facts.
Diem will say that public opinion and Congress don’t understand the
true situation because of erroneous press reports but our reply should
be tant pis. The fact is thus what they believe, whether the information
they base their conclusion on is right or wrong. Lodge should not say
that aid has been suspended but that suspension is around the bend
and will be forced upon us. We must establish a posture of candid and
critical discussion privately and also this should be the general impression publicly both in Viet-Nam and abroad. If the people of South
Viet-Nam decide to make a change of government they know where
we are. Diem knows where we are too if he wants to change his
policies. The impression should be left with the people of South Viet’ Source: Kennedy
Library,
H&man
Papers, Countries,
Vietnam.
Top Secret; Eyes
Only; No Distribution.
Hilsman
wrote “post mortem”
on the first page of the source
text. He also attached
two pages of fragmentary
handwritten
notes which are neither
decipherable
nor comprehensible.
They are not printed.
2 The reference
is not clear, but may be to telegram
243, vol. III, p. 628.
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Nam that we are there trying not to operate a coup d’etat on the
government but to improve the government. 4
’ Hilsman
wrote the following
note at the end of the source text: “1st para-require
conciliatory
actions which are attributed
[?] to him personally,
a system of his [?J efforts
to improve
his int’l position,
and a demon&at.
to Amer. people that we are not asking
Americans
to be killed to support [?] Mde Nhu’s desire to barbecue bonzes.”

39.

Telegram From the Department
Vietnam ’

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, August 31, 1963-IO:48

p.m.

294. Eyes only for Ambassador Lodge. Re your 391,’ agree your
conclusion favoring direct effort on GVN. US cannot abandon VietNam and while it will support Vietnamese effort to change government that has good prospects success US should not and would not
mount and operate one. To use your metaphor, when the spaghetti
was pushed, it curled; now we must try pulling. In the meantime, our
primary objective remains winning war and we concur your suggestion that we should now reopen communications
with Diem. Decision
on exact course awaits your recommendations
and consideration by
highest authority. What follows is thinking of interdepartmental
meeting chaired by Secretary today.
As to general posture, it seems desirable to maintain both publicly
and in our private talks with GVN the leverage of US discontent with
repression which has eroded war effort within Viet-Nam as well as
support of Congress, US public, and world. Impression should be,
both privately and publicly, that US engaged in candid and critical
discussion to improve government
not overthrow it. Decision on
changing government is Vietnamese affair.
In your talk with Diem, our thought is you should first stress
common interest in defeating Viet Cong. Then in frank but tough line
point out that daily juxtaposition
of continuing American casualties
and massive US aid with repressive measures contrary deepest American convictions will make it difficult for Executive and Congress to
continue support. Common problem for US and GVN in general and
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
gency. Drafted
by Hilsman
and cleared with
to CINCPAC
POLAD
exclusive for Felt.
2 Document
34.

Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; EmerForrestal
and in draft with Rusk. Repeated
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you and Diem in particular is to work out set of GVN policies and
actions that will make possible continued US support. But time is
rather short. President Kennedy may well be obliged at next press
conference to express US disapproval of repressive measures. Should
we find it impossible to reach an agreement with GVN on a program
to undo the damage caused by recent GVN actions, then suspension of
aid might soon be forced upon us.
Specific policies and actions should be designed to develop political support within Viet-Nam necessary to win the war and also to
restore damaged image abroad. Our feeling is that your list of specifics
should begin with blunt warning, if required, not to arrest Generals
who are so badly needed in war effort, and with strong demand
Madame Nhu leave country on extended holiday. (Question of future
role of Nhu could be left to later discussions.)
In the intermediate discussion the most important is relations with
the Buddhists. Our feeling is that you should frankly say that negotiations with puppet bonzes will not accomplish purpose. We recognize
that the other side of this coin is that we must assure Diem that we will
make every effort to persuade the Buddhist leaders to throw themselves fully into the common effort for the independence and security
of South Viet-Nam.
Other points might be:
1. Repeal of Decree 10 by immediate executive action or by special session of the National Assembly.
2. Restoration of damaged pagodas.
3. Release of students and reopening of closed universities.
4. Removal of press censorship.
At some stage, you will wish to talk about future relationships
between American advisers et al and free scope to them in helping to
carry on the war effort at all appropriate governmental levels. (In this
respect we fully agree with Harkins’ decision to refrain from giving
assurances in light of statements made to him. He and all military
advisers should now concentrate on reestablishing normal relationships at all levels GVN to get on with the war.)
Also would you think it useful if we tried to get Vatican to summon Archbishop Thuc to Rome for lengthy consultations?
If initial discussions go well, at some stage you may want to urge
some form of reorganization of government introducing Generals and
perhaps other civilian leaders into ministerial posts.
It may be important at a fairly early stage to raise the subject of
the GVN improving its relations with its neighbors and especially to
avoid interfering with Cambodian traffic on the Mekong.
The above is not an instruction but intended only for your comments.
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We will appreciate your views on it and on any additional actions
we should require of the GVN in order to get on with the task.
President has reviewed this message and approves it in general.
He suggests you should also plan your response to probable Diem
claim that all this trouble comes from irresponsible press. He thinks
you should say we hold no brief for press but Diem had been playing
into their hands, Fact is that actions of GVN have now created a
situation which is very difficult indeed for USG. For example, large cut
in aid program in House largely due to sense of disillusionment
in
whole effort in Viet-Nam. There are reports that still further cuts may
be pressed on same ground, and in such a case USG simply would not
have resources to sustain massive present level of support. So we need
very quick and substantial response to your demarche. You should
add that President will be commenting
on situation in SVN in TV
interview to be taped Monday a.m. at Hyannis and broadcast Monday
evening. While in this interview he will be as restrained as possible, if
asked it will be impossible to avoid some expression of concern. This
expression, however, will be mild in comparison to what may have to
be said soon unless there is major improvement.
Rusk

40.

Telegram
Vietnam’

From the Department

of State to the Embassy in

Saigon, August 31, 1963-Z&49

p.m.

295. For Ambassador Lodge from the Secretary. Re Depte1294. ’ It
seems to me that we must keep our eye fixed on the main purpose of
our presence in South Viet-Nam and everyone on the US side needs to
review the bidding on this elementary purpose: why we are there,
why are we asking our fellows to be killed and what is getting in the
way of accomplishing our purpose. The actions of the GVN and the
Nhus have eroded this purpose-inside
Viet-Nam and internationally
and they have also eroded our capacity to provide political leadership
in the US necessary to support the effort in Viet-Nam. To raise these
questions is not merely an emotional reaction to two individuals. They
1 Source: Department
gency; Eyes Only. Drafted
POLAD
exclusive
for Felt.
’ Supra.

of State,
by Rusk

Central
Files,
and approved

POL 26 S WET. Top
by Hilsman.
Repeated

Secret; Emerto CINCPAC
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involve the fundamental
requirement of political leadership in VietNam which is necessary to coalesce the Vietnamese people in a war
effort which we can support. Diem must realize that his obligation of
political leadership runs to the solidarity of his people which may
require conciliatory actions which are distasteful to him personally. He
must make a systematic effort to improve his international
position,
and a demonstration
to the American people that we are not asking
Americans to be killed to support Madame Nhu’s desire to barbecue
bonzes.
Rusk

Memorandum
From the Director of the Bureau of
Intelligence
and Research (Hughes) to the Assistant
Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs (Hilsman)’

41.

Washington, August 31,1963.
SUBJECT
US Assurances to the Generals

During the period August 22-30 inclusive, the Generals were
given the following assurances:
1. On August 26 Generals Khiem and Khanh were assured by
Conein and [less than 1 line not declassified] respectively that the US
would provide direct support during the interim period of breakdown
of the central government mechanism. ([document number not declassified])’
2. On August 27 Conein assured General Khiem that the US
would do all in its power to assist the families of the generals engaged
in the coup plot in the event of its failure. At the same meeting Khiem
was promised a complete inventory of ordnance in stock at Long
Thanh training camp. ([document number not declassified]) 3
3. On August 28, CAS gave General Khiem the complete ordnance list and sketch of Long Thanh showing weapons emplacements,
as assurance of US intentions, since the plan was provided for the
’ Source: Kennedy Library, Hilsman Papers, Countries Series-Vietnam.
cret.
2 Vol.

III,

p. 642.

3 Ibid., p. 653.

Top Se-
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purpose of attack on Colonel Tung’s camp. ([document number not
declassified]) 4
4. On August 29 Rufus Phillips assured General Kim, on authority
of the Ambassador, that the CAS approach in a meeting earlier that
morning with Generals Minh and Khiem was bona fide and had the
Ambassador’s complete blessing. General Kim noted this was all the
generals needed (in the way of assurances) but that General Minh
needed US help in planning and that CAS should contact General
Khiem on the morning of August 30. Phillips got the impression that
Kim wanted not only help in planning but something further on what
support the US would give. The Ambassador authorized the contact
and the offer of help in planning.
’ Document

42.

23.

Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam
of State *

to the Department

Saigon, September 1,1963-7

p.m.

393. Eyes only for Secretary. CINCPAC POLAD exclusive for
Admiral Felt. ReDepte1294 and 295. ’
1. Your 295 states the issue admirably.
2. I agree that we must keep our eyes fixed on main purpose of
our presence in South Vietnam which at the very least is to deny this
area to the Communists and, hopefully, also to transform South Vietnam into a country strong enough to stand by itself. It is for these
enormously important reasons that we are asking our fellow citizens to
risk their lives.
3. I also agree that GVN and Nhus have made it much harder to
achieve this purpose and that a continuation of the status quo may
make it impossible to achieve.
4. I do not, however, exclude the possibility that an improved
situation can be created if Madame Nhu and Archbishop Thuc could
leave the country; if Nhu is restricted to work on Strategic Hamlet
’ Source: Department
of State,
Repeated
to CINCPAC.
Received
Department
of Defense
at 9:Ol
indication
that the President
read
Country
Series, State Cables, Part
’ Documents
39 and 40.

Central Files, POL 26 S VIET. Top Secret; Immediate.
at 8:37 a.m. and passed to the White House, CIA, and
a.m. On another
copy of this telegram
there is an
it. (Kennedy
Library,
National
Security Files, Vietnam
I)
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Program, if the post of Prime Minister is created with Thuan as Prime
Minister, and if I get on a footing with the GVN in which I try to
influence them to act like responsible political leaders in the best sense
of the word. In addition I should get assurance of repeal of Decree Law
Number Ten, restoration of damaged pagodas, release of students, and
Buddhist prisoners, reopening of closed universities, removal of press
censorship, and negotiation with true Buddhist leaders on implementation of June 16 agreement. 3
[Numbered paragraph 5 (3112 lines) not declassified]
Lodge
3 See vol. III, p. 397.

43.

Telegram From the President’s Special Assistant for
National Security Affairs (Bundy) to the President, at
Hyannis Port, Massachusetts’
Washington, September 1, 1963-2:05

p.m.

CAP 63475. There follows a draft statement on South Vietnam for
This draft has been discussed with
use in Cronkite interview.’
Hilsman and Forrestal who concur in general. It is being circulated to
Rusk, McNamara and Lodge, and we will know their views early
Monday morning. 3
Second following document is a set of possible comments on the
French statement. 4 It has been a pleasure to draft them, but I continue
to think they should not be used. In particular, the possibility of a
reference to French position in Laos has been discussed with Harriman
who strongly advises against it. Argument is that we really do not
want larger French presence in Laos, where French military missions
have been most unhelpful, and that any linkage of Laos with South
Vietnam raises specter of neutralist solution. More generally, we find
only our own personal irritation as an argument against well-established conclusion that we do best when we ignore Nosey Charlie.
’ Source: Kennedy
Library,
National
Security Files,
and Miscellaneous.
Secret; Eyes Only. Sent to Clifton
note on the source text indicates that Salinger delivered
2 The President
was scheduled
to be interviewed
on September
2; see Document
50.
3 September
2.
‘See footnote
7, Document
26.

Vietnam
Country
Series, Memos
and Salinger for the President.
A
it to the President.
by Walter Cronkite
of CBS News
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A. Draft comment on South Vietnam for Cronkite interview
The difficulties in South Vietnam are serious, but it is important to
keep the issues clear.
1. We agree with the Government of South Vietnam on many
central issues. We both want to see South Vietnam strong and free. We
both want to defeat the brutal and aggressive effort of the Communists
to take the country over by force. So we both support the campaign
against the Communists. We both support the Strategic Hamlet Program, which has the double purpose of assisting self-defense in the
villages and promoting strong programs of economic and social development. It is important not to forget that President Diem has in the
past given outstanding leadership to his people at a time when many
of those in the West who had most experience in the country thought
that everything was lost.
2. Yet now there are serious differences with the Government of
South Vietnam over certain acts of arbitrary power, some of them
strongly repressive, which that government has allowed. Our difficulty over such acts is double: First, as a democratic people, we cannot
approve of this kind of repression in a situation in which we are
closely engaged and where our resources provide much of the govemment’s strength. Second, we believe that such acts undermine the
unity of the people of the country, weaken confidence in the govemment, and so play into the hands of the Communists.
3. We have an obligation
to make our position clear on this
matter, and we certainly cannot approve such acts of repression. Our
concern and our sense of the urgent need for improvement
are being
continuously communicated to the Vietnamese Government.
4. The larger question of the shape and structure of the
Vietnamese Government is one for the Vietnamese people themselves.
The interest of the United States here is that the Government of South
Vietnam be able to secure the effective support of its people in defending the freedom of the country. We are making a large effort in South
Vietnam, where approximately
35 thousand American troops have
served since General Taylor’s mission in 1961,’ and where 46 American lives have been lost by hostile action. It is hard to see how we
could continue this effort if the essential conditions for success were
no longer present.
5. But it is too soon to conclude that we cannot find a good way
out of the present difficulties. Our support for the people of South
Vietnam against the Communist aggressors will continue as long as it
is wanted and can be effective.
’ For documentation
on the Taylor
1961, see vol. I, pp. 380 ff.

Mission

to Vietnam,

October

15-November

3,
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B. Alternative comments on General De Gaulle’s statement, for possible
use on Monday TV interview
1. We have noted the French statement. General De Gaulle expressed similar views to the President in 1961 in Paris,6 but at that
time it was his conviction that the West should give no military help to
South Vietnam against the Communists. If that is still his view, it is
hard to see how his expression of sympathy for the Vietnamese can
much affect the present situation. The U.S. will always welcome additional French support for the independent non-Communist
forces of
Southeast Asia, and we have been hoping for stronger French participation in the support of the Government of Laos, where the current
policy of our two countries is in agreement.
2. We have noted the French statement. As we understand the
matter from Ambassador Alphand, this is merely a restatement of a
view General De Gaulle has held for a long time. He apparently
believes in neutralizing Vietnam, and not in giving help at present to
those who would resist Communism
there. We of course have a different view; we do not see how there can be independence and freedom
for any part of Vietnam if those who are ready to resist the Communists are not supported.
So we have disagreed with the French over Vietnam. Fortunately
in Laos we have an agreed policy; there is much room there for
increased French activities and for increased French support of that
hard-pressed government.
3. We have noted the French statement, but we do not know just
what it means. If it means that France is now ready to share in the
work of resisting Communist
aggression in Vietnam, we can only
applaud this change in French policy. Certainly, if the people of South
Vietnam want such French help, it will be welcome to us too. But if the
statement means that France does not believe in helping those who
resist Communism,
we can only say that we continue to disagree. And
if the statement means that the Communist character of the regime in
Hanoi and its aggressive support of subversion in South Vietnam are
not matters of central importance, we simply do not understand it.
4. As we understand this statement, it is simply a general expression of good will from a country which has no present responsibility in
the area and no intention of making any commitment
of military or
economic resources to the defense of South Vietnam against Communist subversion supported from the North. Expressions of good will are
always welcome.
6 See footnote

3, Document

29,
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From the Embassy in Vietnam

to the Department

Saigon, September 2,1963-10

p.m.

403. Eyes only for the Secretary. CINCPAC POLAD exclusive for
Adm Felt. Herewith report on meeting with Nhu from 4 to 6 p.m.
Monday: also present: [Z line not declassified].
1. Nhu will resign, leave the government service for good and
move to Dalat after he has lifted martial law, which he would prefer to
do after certain U.S. agents who he says are still promoting a coup
d’etat against family have left. “Everybody knows who they are”, he
said. He would also appreciate American radio in Vietnam stopping its
attack on GVN and he suggested as a matter of national pride that
Americans coming to Vietnam be required to have Vietnamese visas.
His resignation would be announced as a sign of the success of the
program against the Viet Cong and it would be put out that things
were going so well that he no longer needed to stay in the government.
2. Madame Nhu to leave September 17 for the Interparliamentary
Union meeting in Yugoslavia, for a trip in Italy and possibly a trip to
the U.S. where she has been invited to come as a guest of what he
called the “Overseas Club” which I suspect is the Overseas Press Club
of New York.
[Numbered paragraph 3 (1 line) not declassified]
4. A number of measures involving Buddhist prisoners will be
taken to ease these tensions.
5. Short of actual constitutional
changes, Nhu is prepared, as an
altogether new departure and as a public relations gesture, to consider
broadening the membership of the Cabinet and to have a de facto
Prime Minister. I pointed out to him that such a Prime Minister could
absorb some of the criticism now going to the President and could
easily be replaced.
6. In the context of this last approach, he suggested a change in
the economic aid in terms of long range loans at low interest rates
rather than grants. He thought this would make it easier both for
Americans and Vietnamese because we would not have responsibility
’ Source: Department
of State, Central Files, POL 15-1 S VIET. Top Secret; Immediate. Received at lo:59 a.m. Repeated to CINCPAC.
Passed by the Department
of State to
the White House, Office of the Secretary
of Defense, and CIA. On another
copy of this
telegram a note indicates
that the President
read it. (Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, State Cables, Part I) According
to an attached note by
Mildred
Asbjomson,
September
2, General
Carter of the CIA called the Secretary
and
“urged
that no hasty action be taken on this message; that it be discussed in depth at
least at the EXCOM
level. He said that McCone
would be back tonight.”
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for all the things that were done here which we did not like. He
seemed to like the idea of relenting on austerity measures, such as
dance halls for soldiers.
7. He said he could not leave the country because of his contacts
with the Viet Cong who, he said, were extremely discouraged and
ready to give up. He said that six months ago a Viet Cong colonel had
offered to desert with three battalions, but Nhu had told him not to
desert but to stay at the Laos frontier so he could secede at the right
moment. He reported this to Embassy at the time. There was a Viet
Cong general in Cambodia who wanted to see him. He said that not
only was the Viet Cong discouraged, it felt it had been used and let
down by North Vietnam. He predicted that pretty soon the only way
to supply the Viet Cong would be by air. Supply by sea was already
prohibited, supply by land would soon be virtually impossible. When
supply was by air the planes would be shot down.
8. He told of the ChiCom offer to sell two U-40 planes, which, I
understand, was reported by Nolting 60 days ago.
9. Polish Ambassador called on Nhu today to direct his attention
to the statements of De Gaulle’ and Ho Chi Minh3 and asked Nhu
what the Polish Ambassador could report to Pham Van Dong, the
North Vietnamese Prime Minister. Nhu said he replied: “Nothing. AS
regards De Gaulle, while he has a right to his opinion, those who do
not take part in the fight have no right to interfere. Our loyalty to the
Americans forbids us to consider either statement. The Americans are
the only people on earth who dare to help South Vietnam. Therefore I
have no comment.”
10. Please let me know if you want me to go ahead on paragraphs
1,2,4and5.4
Lodge
2 See footnote
7, Document
26.
3 Apparent
reference
to an interview
with Ho Chi Minh by Wilfred
Burchett,
published in the New Times of Moscow,
May 29. When asked by Burchett to state what were
the essential
steps to ending the fighting
in South Vietnam,
Burchett
quoted Ho Chi
Minh as follows:
“Foreign
intervention
must cease. The forces and the weapons
of the interventionists must be withdrawn.
The 1954 Geneva
Agreements
must be respected
and U.S.
pledges
not to violate
these agreements
by force or threat of force must also be
respected.
An end must be put to the barbarous
attempt
to uproot the population
and
force the people of South Viet-Nam
into concentration
camps, A ceasefire could presumably be arranged
between
the Diemist forces and those of the patriotic
National-Liberation Front of South Viet-Nam.
Conditions
must be created in which the people of South
Viet-Nam
can freely elect a government
of their own choice.”
’ Telegram
308 to Saigon, from Hilsman
eyes only for Lodge, September
2, 1153
p.m., noted that instructions
were being developed.
“Meanwhile,
President’s
radio
statement
of today (Deptel
306) should amply
fill need for continued
momentum
in
development
of situation.”
(Department
of State, Central Files, POL 26 S VIET)
Telegram
306 to Saigon, September
2, transmitted
an edited copy of the President’s
interview
with Walter Cronkite.
(Ibid., POL S VIET/US)
See Document
50.
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Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between the
Secretary of Defense (McNamara) and the Secretary of
State, Washington,
September 2,1963,11:28 a.m. *
TELEPHONE

CALL FROM SEC. McNAMARA
SECRETARY RUSK

TO

Sec. McNamara said he felt it very important that Gen. Harkins be
put back in contact with Diem on military matters. McNamara said he
had noticed in the messages a statement about dealing through intermediaries [less than 2 line not declassified]. The Set said this was
only for a day or so. McNamara said he thought we might wish to get
Harkins back in contact with both Diem and Thuan. [1 sentence (2 lines)
not declassified] McNamara said he would be inclined to favor dual
channels. He said that Nolting’s great contribution
to establish this
dialogue with Diem over a period of time had influenced and moved
the latter as had Harkins with Thuan. The Set thought that McNamara
was basically right but suggested we wait for another 24 hours and
see.
’ Source:

46.

Kennedy

Library,

Hilsman

Papers,

Country

Series-Vietnam,

Telegram From the Central Intelligence
Saigon to the Agency’

S/29/63.

Agency Station in

Saigon, September 2,1963.
[document number not declassified] Subject: Rufus Phillips conversations with General Kim on 31 August 1963.
1. Met General Kim about 5:30 PM, rather later than anticipated,
and asked him what the situation was. Kim said that Nhu clearly
expected coup attempt, that Tung’s special forces were on full alert,
and that they were in a position to prevent any coup attempt from
succeeding at this time. Planning would continue, he said, but on
tightly compartmented basis for security reason.
’ Source: Department
of State, Central Files, POL 27 S VIET. Secret; Immediate.
The
source text is a copy sent by the CIA to the Department
of State exclusive
for Rusk, Ball,
Harriman,
and Hilsman.
Copies were also sent to the White House exclusive
for Bundy
and to the Assistant
Chief of Staff (Intelligence),
Department
of the Army, exclusive for
McNamara,
Gilpatric,
Taylor, and Krulak. Received
at the Department
of State at 1:Ol
p.m.
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2. I then asked Kim if he aware General Khiem had seen Harkins
that morning and if he knew what had been discussed. Kim said he
had not heard of meeting and was sure Big Minh had not been informed.
3. I then told Kim that General Khiem had told Harkins in effect
that Generals could do nothing, all planning had ceased, and perhaps
best solution would be for Nhu to become Prime Minister with support of the Generals in exchange for more authority for Army. *
4. Kim reacted strongly and, I believe, sincerely. Was vehement in
saying that Khiem had not spoken for the rest of Generals, admitted
that activity had been curtailed because of apparent security leaks, but
insisted that under no circumstances would Nhu be acceptable to
them. Further, he did not know why Khiem had made these statements, but believed it probable that they were deliberate effort to
mislead Harkins. Admitted possibility also that Khiem had decided to
turn against coup group, or might be attempting to play lone hand.
5. Kim then said that would check immediately
with Big Minh,
and that he would seek to bring Minh to meeting that evening with
Co1 Conein (for whom he specifically asked) and myself. This he
wanted to do if possible (although General Minh might object for
security reasons) to confirm Khiem was not speaking for Minh.
6. I agreed to meeting, but pointed out that Americans now
seemed convinced as result of Khiem’s statements that Generals
lacked will to effect coup, and that it might be necessary for the
Americans to continue supporting administration
as presently constituted. Best way of saving situation, I said seemed to be for Minh to
speak frankly to Harkins. Kim replied he believed Minh would want to
speak to Ambassador, if to anyone.
7. I told him I doubted if this possible but would investigate and,
in any case, would meet him at 8 o’clock that evening. We broke up
meeting after this discussion.
8. At Ambassador’s residence I discussed situation briefly with
Mr. Dunn, who advised me that proposed meeting with Ambassador
was not desirable. After picking up Co1 Conein I returned to agreed
meeting place. There I was again met by Kim, who asked that Co1
Conein stand guard while he talked to me.
9. Kim said that he had reported to Minh, who had said, in
substance:
a. Khiem had not yet informed him of meeting with Harkins.
b. He had definite information
that Nhu was aware Generals
actively planning coup.
‘See Document 33.
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c. Had received information
that Americans other than Conein
and [less than 1 line not declassified had contacted lower-ranking
Vietnamese officers, urging them to e/ feet coup, In this connection he
mentioned that a Co1 Cuong (sic) had evidently been so contacted.
d. Vietnamese Special Forces had been placed on alert as result of
Nhu’s knowledge of Generals’ intentions, and it was therefore impossible to do anything at this moment, without courting almost certain
failure.
e. This did not mean planning was discontinued, or that he was
not determined to o ahead and overthrow government. Under no
circumstances woul % Nhu be acceptable.
f. He was sorry if Americans believed that Generals lacked the
will. They did not, but at moment they lacked the means.
g. Americans should understand they had given so much to Nhu
in the past that it was impossible to organize counter-action in few
days. Further, so far as most Vietnamese officers were aware, US still
supported present government. Words had been said against it, but
there were no overt actions to back up the words. As result, whole
operation against the government rested upon his word and that of a
few others, which was not enough for immediate
action by these
officers.
h. Finally, he said, he understood why it was not feasible to talk to
Ambassador, and that he did not wish to speak to General Harkins at
this time.
10. After thus expressing Minh’s views, Kim commented he
agreed with Minh’s assessment of situation and fully shared his views.
Said that as friend he wanted me to know he was irrevocably committed against Nhus. Further, was confident that if US indicated firm
disapproval of Nhus they would be overthrown, but that this would
take time, given their present preponderance of power. Americans,
like Vietnamese, must be patient and persevering, and most important
things they could do at this time would be:
a. Clamp on tight security to protect Vietnamese who opposed
Nhus, and;
b. Indicate by actions, as well as words, that they (Americans) do
not support Nhus or their creatures.
11. Lastly, Kim said he and Minh intended
gate Khiem’s reliability.

to thoroughly

investi-
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Agency Station in

Saigon, September 2, 1963.
[document number not declassified] Following summarizes 30 August evening conversation CAS officer with [I line not declassified].
CAS officer purpose was elicit further on [less than 1 line not declassified] statement last week quoting Polish Commissioner
Maneli that
Ambassador Lalouette had been acting as channel between Ngo Dinh
Nhu and Pham Van Dong.
1. [less than 1 line not declassified] surprised that this news to U.S.
Govt. They had reported months ago [less than 1 line not declassified]
that Nhu policy was one of ultimate neutralization
and unification of
Vietnam. It was “open secret” Saigon diplomatic circles Nhu in touch
with North. French policy over past year or more obviously that of
encouraging rapprochement between two halves of country and use of
French channels (not Lalouette personally) was foregone conclusion.
2. [less than I line not declassified] had no hard intel to back this up
but repeated earlier statement that Maneli several times in past few
months has asked him tell Nhu that Polish Commissioner also available for messages to Dong. Maneli asked [less than 2 line not declassified] also convey this word to Nhu. Both [less than 1 line not declassified] declined serve as intermediary to Nhu.
3. [less than 1 line not declassified] spelled out at some length his
irritation with Americans for relying on “two-bit agents” and ignoring
seasoned observers such as self who in position learn great deal. He
then cited Nhu press interview circa 8 May in which Nhu said he
looking forward to reduction American aid’ as instance handwriting
on wall which not appreciated by Americans. Reiterated earlier statements that Nhu basically anti-American.
4. Both [less than I line not declassified] said worst thing now
would be for U.S. Govt to take precipitous action as was case in Laos
with Phoumi. [less than 1 line not declassified] then offered their services to negotiate with Nhu. Both said Nhu wants negotiate. Both
convinced Madame Nhu ready leave Vietnam as first step to save
[garble] face. Apparently both recently in contact with Nhu and Nhu
apparently volunteered that his wife would like take trip to CONUS
1 Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 15-1 S VIET. Top Secret; Immediate; Eyes Only. The source text is a copy sent by the CIA to the Department of State
exclusive for Rusk, Ball, Harriman, and Hilsman. Copies were sent also to the White
House exclusive for Bundy and to the Assistant Chief of Staff (Intelligence), Department
of the Army, exclusive for McNamara, Gilpatric, Taylor, and Krulak. Received at the
Department of State at 1:02 p.m.
‘See vol. III, p, 294, footnote 2.
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right now. [less than 1 line not declassified] especially seemed anxious
have DCM Trueheart contact him, perhaps with some specific message
he wants convey, but neither [less than 2 line not declassified] willing
take initiative for such meeting or volunteer views, They waiting be
asked.
5. [less than 2 line not declassified] then said he reliably informed
that Nhu in meeting with Generals “the other night” told them he
aware some of them thinking of fast action because they fear country
lost without American aid. Nhu then told them not worry, other
resources would be available if aid cut, and if worse came to worse he,
as Generals aware, had contacts with Northern brothers and could get
breathing spell by having North direct Southern guerrillas ease off
operations while negotiating more permanent settlement.
6. [less than 2 line not declassified] said he fears U.S. Govt may be
thinking of having Vietnamese troops march into Saigon. This unthinkable as consequent slaughter would have worse repercussions
than Bay of Pigs. Both [less than 1 line not declassified] said they cabling
home their assessment along these lines and again asked Trueheart
take initiative to go see [less than 1 line not declassified].
7. Above passed Embassy 31 August. Pouching full report. ’
2 Not found.

48.

Telegram From the Central Intelligence
Saigon to the Agency 1

Agency Station in

Saigon, September 2,1963.
[document number not declassified] 1. Following info acquired 1
Sept from American observer from sensitive source who reports unilaterally (B) who attended meeting on informal meeting with general
officers called by Counsellor Nhu at ARVN HQS, 30 August 1963,
1530 to 1730 hours. All available Generals asked attend. Fifteen attended as follows: Generals Don, Duong Van Minh, Tran Van Minh,
Tran Thiem Khiem, Le Van Nghiem, Le Van Kim, Pham Xuan Chieu,
I Source: Department
of State, Central Files, POL S VIET. Secret; Immediate;
Eyes
Only. The source text is a copy sent by the CIA to the Department
of State exclusive
for
Rusk, Ball, Harriman,
and Hilsman.
Copies were also sent to the White House exclusive
for Bundy and to the Assistant
Chief of Staff (Intelligence),
Department
of the Army,
exclusive
for McNamara,
Gilpatric,
Taylor, and Krulak.
Received at the Department
of
State at 1:OZ p.m.
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Tran Tu Oai, Nguyen Khanh, Nguyen Khanh, Nguyen Van La, Tran
Ngoc Tam, Nguyen Giac Ngo, Van Thanh Cao, Mai Huu Xuan, Huyn
Van Cao.
2. Replying to General Don question what ARVN position to be
henceforth, Nhu said general situation will be more difficult. Buddhist
and student trouble over, but those behind these groups do not think
issues settled and will continue working together to overthrow government by any available means. ARVN role always is to support
government.
3. General Duong Van Minh asked how to answer Americans
who ask what we think of present situation. Nhu replied either state
no comment or say you do not have enough information to comment.
4. Nhu then dominated informal conversation making following
points:
a. In discussion difficulties of working with U.S. Govt., cited CIA
as group that would like to see him personally “out of way.” Local
CIA personnel do their utmost to alienate people from supporting
government.
b. There has been mobilization
of international
press against
GVN, caused primarily by American press. Many local American officials covertly encourage American newsmen to report contrary to best
interests of GVN.
c. There now exists a mobilization
aimed at overthrow of GVN
supported by secret elements of U.S. Govt. This situation has intensified shortly after Test Ban Agreement with Russians. *
d. Referring to Highlanders and people along Cambodian border,
certain elements desire cause GVN more trouble and thus will intensify efforts involving these groups. Cambodia severed relations with
GVN only because a foreign element insisted so that anti-GVN groups
can exploit the people.
e. American Defense Department is for Strategic Hamlet Program
even though certain American officials have spoken out against it.
f. Ambassador Lodge told me both Vietnam and U.S. Govt. are
deeply committed to fighting Communism,
and that therefore it is
necessary that Vietnamese people be very friendly with U.S. Lodge
could not understand why there is no close relationship
between
American and Vietnamese people.
g. I know without American aid we cannot exist. USG is only
country willing support our country without any strings attached.
There are U.S. Govt. personnel in Vietnam not working conscientiously for welfare of Vietnamese people. This caused by CIA personnel and certain so-called professional political affairs officers. Ambassador Lodge now getting better picture of situation; we can manage
him-he
will fully agree with our concepts and actions.
’ The
and Under

Treaty Banning
Nuclear
Weapons
Tests in the Atmosphere,
in Outer
the Water, signed at Moscow
on August 5, 1963. (14 UST 1313)

Space
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5. Source Comments: Everyone present listened carefully. A number of them seemed accept Nhu comments as when he said U.S. Govt.
will shortly announce tacit agreement in connection with GVN policies and actions, Source says he himself fully supports GVN but noted
battles can be won but war cannot be won without full support of
people. Majority of Generals seem to feel U.S. Govt. must take strong
stand with Diem to achieve reform measures which constantly though
covertly discussed among people. That in turn will assure popular
support GVN wants of people.

49.

Telegram From the Central Intelligence
Saigon to the Agency ’

Agency Station in

Saigon, September 2, 1963.
[document number not declassified] Damage assessment report.
1. First, we would like to state our belief that events of last week
and their denouement as of this time do not represent decisive victory
for Nhu and GVN and that they are not as result of these events out of
woods. So far we would call contest draw. Gen. Kim’s contact with
Rufus Phillips’ indicates operation has been contained not destroyed
and that GVN still has good reason to fear and take into account
activities on part of U.S. and of Generals.
2. We assume that Diem and Nhus are fully aware that USG
encouraged Generals to attempt coup and that CAS was instrumentality of this encouragement. We estimate that they know good portion,
possibly most of substantial details of our approaches. Our impression
is that GVN realizes, however, that it is still in profound difficulty with
military leaders, good portion of population, and with U.S. GVN must
be assessing fact of U.S. willingness to back alternative leadership and
to go to some lengths to encourage and support alternatives. Next
moves on part of GVN and U.S. Govt will be to reach readjustment
’ Source: Department
of State, Central Files, POL S VIET. Secret; Immediate;
Eyes
Only. The source text is a copy sent by the CIA to the Department
of State exclusive for
Rusk, Ball, Harriman,
and Hilsman.
Copies were also sent to the White House exclusive
for Bundy and to the Assistant
Chief of Staff (Intelligence),
Department
of the Army,
exclusive
for McNamara,
Gilpatric,
Taylor, and Krulak.
Received
at the Department
of
State at 724 p.m.
2 See Document
46.
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and reaccommodation
and GVN must realize that it will have to give
reasonable satisfaction to USG to continue major programs even if
modified in form and practice.
3. There is even possibility that all major programs can go forward
as in past although we expect some curtailment
on those matters
relating to political power centers.

50.

Interview With the President,
September 2,1963 *

Hyannis

Port, Massachusetts,

[Here follows discussion of unrelated subjects.]
MR. CRONKITE: Mr. President, the only hot war we‘ve got running
at the moment is of course the one in Viet-Nam, and we have our
difficulties there, quite obviously.
THE PRESIDENT. I don’t think that unless a greater effort is made by
the Government to win popular support that the war can be won out
there. In the final analysis, it is their war. They are the ones who have
to win it or lose it. We can help them, we can give them equipment,
we can send our men out there as advisers, but they have to win it, the
people of Viet-Nam, against the Communists.
We are prepared to continue to assist them, but I don’t think that
the war can be won unless the people support the effort and, in my
opinion, in the last 2 months, the government has gotten out of touch
with the people.
The repressions against the Buddhists, we felt, were very unwise.
Now all we can do is to make it very clear that we don’t think this is
the way to win. It is my hope that this will become increasingly
obvious to the government, that they will take steps to try to bring
back popular support for this very essential struggle.
MR. CRONKITE. Do you think this government
still has time to
regain the support of the people?
THE PRESIDENT. I do. With changes in policy and perhaps with
personnel I think it can. If it doesn’t make those changes, I would
think that the chances of winning it would not be very good.
MR. CRONKITE. Hasn’t every indication
from Saigon been that
President Diem has no intention of changing his pattern?
’ Source: Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States:John E Kennedy, 1963, pp.
650-653. This interview was videotaped at Hyannis Port on the morning of September 2
and broadcast that evening on the CBS television network.
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THE PRESIDENT.
If he does not change it, of course, that is his
decision. He has been there 10 years and, as I say, he has carried this
burden when he has been counted out on a number of occasions.
Our best judgment is that he can’t be successful on this basis. We
hope that he comes to see that, but in the final analysis it is the people
and the government itself who have to win or lose this struggle. All we
can do is help, and we are making it very clear, but I don’t agree with
those who say we should withdraw. That would be a great mistake. I
know people don’t like Americans to be engaged in this kind of an
effort. Forty-seven Americans have been killed in combat with the
enemy, but this is a very important struggle even though it is far away.
We took all this-made
this effort to defend Europe. Now Europe
is quite secure. We also have to participate-we
may not like it-in the
defense of Asia.
MR. CRONKITE.
Mr. President, have you made an assessment as to
what President de Gaulle was up to in his statement on Viet-Nam last
week? 2
THE PRESIDENT.
No. I guess it was an expression of his general
view, but he doesn’t have any forces there or any program of economic assistance, so that while these expressions are welcome, the
burden is carried, as it usually is, by the United States and the people
there. But I think anything General de Gaulle says should be listened
to, and we listened.
What, of course, makes Americans somewhat impatient is that
after carrying this load for 18 years, we are glad to get counsel, but we
would like a little more assistance, real assistance. But we are going to
meet our responsibility anyway.
It doesn’t do us any good to say, “Well, why don’t we all just go
home and leave the world to those who are our enemies.”
General de Gaulle is not our enemy. He is our friend and candid
friend-and,
there, sometimes difficulty-but
he is not the object of
our hostility.
MR. CRONKITE.
Mr. President, the sending of Henry Cabot Lodge,
who after all has been a political enemy of yours over the years at one
point or another in your career, and his-sending
him out to Saigon
might raise some speculation that perhaps you are trying to keep this
from being a political issue in 1964.
THE PRESIDENT.
No. Ambassador Lodge wanted to go out to Saigon. If he were as careful as some politicians are, of course, he would
not have wanted to go there. He would have maybe liked to have
some safe job. But he is energetic and he has strong feelings about the
United States and, surprisingly as it seems, he put this ahead of his
political career. Sometimes politicians do those things, Walter.
2 See footnote

7, Document

26.
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MR. CRONKITE. Thank you very much, Mr. President.
THE PRESIDENT. And we are fortunate to have him.
MR. CRONKITE. Thank you, sir.

51.

Memorandum
From the President’s Special Assistant for
National Security Affairs (Bundy) to the President’
Washington, September 2, 1963.

SUBJECT
Draft telegram to Lodge

1. The attached draft telegram to Lodge is a joint product of
Hilsman, Forrestal, and myself. We have deliberately drafted it quite
concretely and firmly in order to give a clear target for comment and
suggestion by those to whom it is being circulated. By early evening I
should have from Forrestal reactions of Harriman, McNamara, Rusk,
and Taylor, and I will call you then.
2. The urgency of this message is only in the desire which McNamara and I feel particularly to get dialogue with Diem started. If you
prefer to review this instruction in presence of your principal advisers,
we only lose one day by waiting until tomorrow. Carter of CIA has
strongly recommended this delay, and Dean Rusk inclines to agree. *
3. You may also wish to know before meeting with the Vice
President that he has been very skeptical of last week’s line of action
and would probably incline to a line substantially softer than this
message.
’ Source: Kennedy Library, National Security Files, Vietnam Country Series, Memos
and Miscellaneous. Secret. A note on the source text indicates that the President read
this memorandum and another note in Clifton’s hand states: “Bundy ready to talk on
the phone.” No record of the President’s conversation with Bundy has been found.
2 Rusk expressed his agreement with Carter in a telephone conversation with
Hilsman, September 2, 1:12 p.m., as follows:
“The Sec. said that Pat Carter had urged no hasty action on reply to 403 from
Saigon. Hilsman said he had gotten the word also and had passed it along to Bundy.
Bundy did not favor hasty action. They were in the process of working on a draft to
pouch to the Pres. The idea was to get the draft to the Pres., the Set, the other Principals
and then see where we go from there. The Sec. said to remove some of our people
would be very dangerous.” (Department of State, Rusk Files: Lot 72 D 192, Telephone
Conversations) Telegram 403 is Document 44.
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4. Pierre’s first report of your press conference comments 3 sounds
perfect to us, and we believe that a message much weaker than the
attached draft would be quite inconsistent with what you have said.
McG. B.
[Attachment]
Draft Telegram From the Department
bassy in Vietnam *

of State to the Em-

Washington, September 2,1963.
For Ambassador Lodge. Re your 403.
1. Results your talk with Nhu promising on surface but we fear
stalling tactics especially in light of [document number not declassified]. 5
Thus Nhu [in?] Dalat could still be power behind throne; Mme. Nhu’s
tour could be plus for her local prestige unless she stays away a long
time; dealings with Buddhists depend on concrete action not expression of intent; broadening of Cabinet may or may not be real. In short,
everything depends on evident cut in personal authority of Nhus.
2. In this situation feeling here is that it is essential that central
negotiations should be conducted directly with Diem and that you
should proceed to a first meeting as soon as possible. Bargain with
Nhu would only confirm his ascendancy.
3. You should react strongly against any bargain on removal of
U.S. agents or stopping of American radio attack on GVN. We are not
offending party in this case and must not be put on defensive. This
does not preclude later adjustments if we get a solid bargain.
4. You will have President’s broadcast comment separately. 6 You
should emphasize to Diem that President has carefully understated
degree of his concern in order to make needed improvements easier.
5. Subject to these specific comments, the following is guidance
for your first conversation with Diem.
(a) General Posture:
We will maintain publicly and privately tension of U.S. discontent
with repression which has eroded effort toward common goal of winning war until there are concrete results in GVN policies and posture.
U.S. not trying to overthrow government, but engaged in candid and
critical talks to improve it. Purpose of general posture is to give you
3 Not found.
’ For text of this telegram as sent, see Document 56.
5 Document 46.
6 Reference is to telegram 319 to Saigon, in which the text of the President’s
interview of September 2 was transmitted with the instruction that it should not be
released to the press there. (Department of State, Central Files, POL 27 S VIET)
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leverage with GVN; avoid false impression U.S. tried something and
now backing off; and to avoid seeming to acquiesce in repression,
which would put U.S. on wrong side fence with majority of people
inside Vietnam and the world.
(b) First Meeting with Diem:
You should make points Deptel 294’ re common interests in
defeating Viet Cong; difficulty in continuing support in face daily
juxtaposition U.S. casualties in [and] aid with repressive measures; and
common problem, under time urgency of working out set of GVN
policies and actions that will make continued support possible.
Specifics in addition to 1, 2, 4 and 5 of your 403; release of
remaining
students and bonzes including
satisfactory guarantees
safety of three bonzes now in U.S. embassy; removal of press censorship; restoration of damaged pagodas by the GVN; repeal of decree 10;
and honest negotiation between GVN and through Buddhist leadership on outstanding issues.
6. If any progress made on foregoing your continuing dialogue
with Diem should include pressing further measures to widen support
at home and abroad such as
a revitalization
of GVN, possible Thuan as PM, generals in posts
of DLfinse and Interior.
(b) improvement
of relations with Cambodia covering border incidents, Mekong rights.
(c) redefinition of role of U.S. advisers to give them broader scope.
’ Document

52.

39.

Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between the
Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs (Harriman) and
the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs
(Hilsman), Washington, September 3,1963,10:45 a.m. 1

Harriman asked Hilsman if he wanted to see him.
Hilsman said yes. After a cable ’ was developed and approved by
the Secretary, the President decided to wait. His reason was to let
them stew in Saigon.
’ Source: Library
of Congress,
Harriman
Papers,
scribed by Dolores l? Perruso of Harriman’s
staff.
2 Attached
to the memorandum
supra.

Telephone

Conversations.

Tran-

98

Foreign Relations,

1961-1963,

Volume IV

Harriman asked Hilsman what he thought of his statement. 3
Hilsman said “great.”
Harriman said he thought the radio comment was rather bad
because it said we promised aid to Ziem but he guessed that was all
right. Harriman said: So they decided not to send it.
Hilsman said they decided to postpone sending it. Hilsman said
he would send a copy to Harriman to look at and Harriman could
decide whether he wanted to talk to him.
Harriman asked if Fritz went to the Pentagon.
Hilsman said he went last week to talk to McNamara with our
approval. 4
Harriman said he hasn’t been since?
Hilsman said he has been behaving well the last couple of days.
He is beginning to disengage.
Harriman told Hilsman he made a mistake to refer to him at the
White House.
Hilsman said he did this because he wanted to make sure he got
his full voice.
Harriman said he didn’t think it was Hilsman’s job to call on him
to speak. Harriman said Hilsman did this because he thought he was
going to support him.
’ Document
’ No record

53.

50.
of this discussion

has been found.

Memorandum
From the Chairman
Staff (Taylor) to the President 1

CM-882-63

of the Joint Chiefs of

Washington, undated.

SUBJECT
Summary

of Military

Operations

in Vietnam

Final reports of military operations in Vietnam for the month of
August indicate favorable trends in all military activities, despite Saigon’s preoccupation with the unstable political situation. During the
month of August, the Government forces conducted 166 large opera’ Source: National
Defense University,
Taylor Papers, Vietnam,
chap. XXIII. Secret.
The source text bears a notation
that Taylor
handcarried
the memorandum
to the
President.
Taylor among others saw the President
on September
3 for the noon meeting
on Vietnam;
see infra. The signed original
of this memorandum
is in the Kennedy
Library,
President’s
Office Files, Vietnam,
Security,
1963.
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tions (battalion equivalents or more), a figure which compares most
favorably with the 168 large operations conducted in July-the month
which set new highs, as the execution phase of the National Military
Campaign was begun. Although the number of regular combat battalions committed was somewhat reduced, ranger, civil guard, and self
defense corps units were used extensively to maintain the operational
tempo. Small unit actions show an increase from 10,240 in July to
15,480 in August. General Harkins attributes much of this apparent
increase to better reporting procedures.
Of particular interest are increases in the last week (28 August-4
September). There were 56 large and 3211 small unit government
operations in progress, as compared to 49 large and 3146 small unit
operations for the previous week. This increase in tempo is somewhat
offset by a reduction in friendly casualties to 308, which is the lowest
figure for this category for July and August.
Viet Cong activity for the past week was at the highest level since
July with a total of 391 incidents of all types. This increase in activity
was not without cost, for Viet Cong casualties also rose to 567, continuing a three-week rising trend. The Viet Cong can be expected to
continue a high level of activity in an attempt to create as much
confusion and lack of faith in the government as possible.
Finally, as of 2 September, progress continues with the strategic
hamlet program. The latest Government of Vietnam figures indicate
that 8,227 of the 10,592 planned hamlets had been completed. 76 per
cent, or 9,563,370 of the rural population, are now in these hamlets,
Maxwell
2 Printed

from

a copy

that bears this typed

signature.

D. Taylor’
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Memorandum
of a Conference With the President,
House, Washington, September 3,1963, Noon’

White

SUBJECT
Vietnam
OTHERS

PRESENT

Secretary
Rusk, Secretary
McNamara,
Secretary
Dillon, Attorney
General,
General
Carter, Director
McCone,
General Taylor, General Krulak, Under Secretary
Harriman,
Deputy
Secretary
Gilpatric,
Ambassador
Nolting,
Mr. Hilsman,
Mr.
Colby, General Clifton, Mr. Forrestal,
Mr. Bromley
Smith

The President asked what the French are doing toward assisting
the Vietnamese. He was handed a paper on French economic and
military programs in Vietnam. ’ He commented that the French were
doing practically nothing and their program had been minimal in the
last ten years.
Mr. Hilsman added that the French were doing very little in Laos.
Mr. Forrestal said their program there involved approximately $9 million.
The President commented that the French were trying to get for
Vietnam what had been done in Laos, i.e. neutralization.
He pointed
out that neutralization was not working in Laos and he wondered why
Walter Lippmann had suggested that the Laotian case provided an
illustration of what should be done in Vietnam. As to whether the
French would protest the recent statement 3 he had made about de
Gaulle’s comment 4 on Vietnam, the President said he doubted Ambassador Alphand had the guts to protest.
Secretary Rusk suggested that the President look at the draft
instructions to Ambassador Lodge (copy attached). 5
The President requested any information on a report 6 concerning
the defection of three Viet Cong battalions. Ambassador Nolting said
that this report involved units in Laos, not Vietnam. Mr. McCone cast
’ Source:
ries, Meetings

Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Meetings
and Memoranda
Seon Vietnam.
Top Secret. Drafted
by Smith. Also published
in Declassified
Documents, 1982, 649A. A memorandum
for the record of this meeting by Krulak is in
the National
Defense University,
Taylor Papers, Vietnam,
chap. XXIII.
* Not found.
3 Document
50.
‘See footnote
7, Document
26.
5 Not attached to the source text. A draft telegram
was attached to Krulak’s
memorandum
for the record. With the exception
of the last two paragraphs
(see footnote
10
below) the draft cable attached to Document
51 was almost indentical
to the draft under
discussion
at this meeting. For the cable as sent, see Document
56.
’ Not found.
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doubt on the entire report which had been repeated by Nhu in his
statement to our officials. ’
The President asked whether sending Nhu to Dalat would mean
an improvement
in the situation in Saigon. Several members agreed
that it would be an improvement.
Secretary McNamara said that the resignation of Nhu would be
helpful for U.S. public opinion and world opinion. If Nhu were physically absent from Saigon, this would also be an asset.
In the light of these comments, the President asked that the first
paragraph of the Lodge instructions be rewritten. He did not think we
should be so negative as the draft.’ Mr. Hilsman responded that the
instructions represented our opening bid to Diem. He expected that
they would end up somewhere in the middle.
The President felt that there might be some substance to the
proposals Nhu made to Ambassador Lodge. He did not think we
ought to discourage the travel abroad of Madame Nhu, but he did not
want her to come to the U.S., and above all, did not want her to make
a speech in Washington. Mr. McCone added that he thought a trip by
Madame Nhu was a good idea. He believed we could handle the press
in such a way that the trip would not increase Madame Nhu’s prestige.
The President asked whether we should negotiate with Nhu or
Diem, but expressed his view that we should negotiate with Diem, as
the instructions indicated. Mr. Harriman
agreed that negotiations
should be conducted directly with Diem.
The President suggested that paragraph 2 be revised to indicate
that General Harkins should resume frequent meetings with Minister
of Defense Thuan and Diem on military matters as soon as Ambassador Lodge had met with Diem.
Paragraph 3 dealing with how to react to any suggestions to
remove individual Americans or to stop what are alleged to be American radio attacks on the Diem regime was deleted after Secretary
McNamara and Director McCone expressed their doubt as to whether
Ambassador Lodge should discuss these matters at all. It was decided
that the paragraph was not necessary in the light of the President’s
public statement.
Secretary Rusk pointed out that Diem may insist that certain U.S.
officials be removed from Vietnam. He said that if the Vietnamese
know what we know they would undoubtedly want certain officials to
’ See Document
44.
a In Krulak’s
record, the President’s
remarks
are recorded
in more detail. It reads as
follows:
“The President
stated, with respect to paragraph
1, that it is too negative;
that it
should be rewritten
to exhibit that visible removal
of the Nhus from the Saigon scene is
some improvement,
and to make sure that there is a requirement
for some actual
substance in the reduction
of Nhu’s power.”
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leave. He suggested that we leave the personnel question open but
keep in the question of U.S. radio attacks. Ambassador Nolting
thought that Nhu’s complaints about US. radio attacks referred not to
the Voice of America but to certain armed forces radio programs heard
in the area.
At the President‘s suggestion, paragraph 4 is to be rewritten to
make clear that the President’s broadcast was an effort to express his
views on the situation in Vietnam and was not a personal attack on
Diem. Ambassador Nolting commented that the President’s words
would not be provocative to Diem because he would understand why
the President was required to comment on the Vietnamese situation. It
was agreed that the entire CBS transcript, part of which was not
broadcast, would be sent to Ambassador Lodge.
Paragraph 5 was revised in ways which are apparent in comparing the draft with the final text (attached). 9
The President commented that Halberstam, the New York Times
reporter in Saigon, was not an accurate reporter. He noted that the
Bonzes went to our Ambassador in search of protection. Hence, the
Buddhists were not anti-US. lo
A draft of an additional paragraph was circulated. It involved
military contacts with the Vietnamese generals. It provoked a prolonged discussion which resulted in its being deleted.
9 In Krulak’s record, he decribes these revisions
as follows:
“5. Respecting
paragraph
5a of the attached draft, the President
did not desire to
use the expression
‘keep up tension’ and directed that it be replaced by the phrase ‘we
will continue
to assert, publicly
and privately,
U.S. discontent’.
In connection
with
paragraph
5b, the President
was desirous
of ensuring
that the second phrase read
‘difficulty
in continuing
support of American
people’.”
lo Krulak’s
record of the rest of the discussion at the meeting reads as follows:
“6. Following
further
discussion
and minor
editorial
alteration
of the draft, Mr.
Hilsman proposed
the addition of two paragraphs,
shown on the attached as paragraphs
6 and 7. The President
decided to omit paragraph
7 and have paragraph
6 sent as a
separate message in light of its greater sensitivity.
He stated that its thrust should be in
terms of saying that the generals should be in contact with us, rather than we with them,
in the event that they desire action; that, on the basis that the generals are not acting, we
are now making
a diplomatic
effort. He was anxious
to make it plain that it was the
generals and not we who backed off.”
Paragraphs
6 and 7 referred
to by Krulak were not part of the draft attached
to
Document
51. They read as follows:
“6. It is possible that Nhu’s response
to present confrontation
between
U.S. and
GVN might be violent and it seems to us essential that we open other possibilities.
In
view of this and [document
number not declassified-Document
461, you authorized
to
explain to ‘Big’ Minh either directly
or via Kim that we are pressing
Diem to change
policies, but realize there is little real hope of achieving
this.
“7. Your authority
to suspend U.S. aid at any time remains in force.”
(Draft telegram attached to memorandum
for the record by Krulak)
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Mr. Hilsman pointed out that we had already had two contacts
with Vietnamese generals. One would lead to a further discussion, and
the other was a rejection, in effect, of further contact. Secretary Rusk
said these contacts indicated there was less support than we had
thought there would be.
Secretary McNamara asked why we should try to unscramble the
confused situation among the generals in Vietnam. He thought we
ought to keep Ambassador Lodge and General Harkins out of touch
with the generals.
The President decided that we should wait for the generals to
contact us. Meanwhile, we assume that they are not acting and that we
are going down a diplomatic route. When they come to us we will talk
to them. We should avoid letting the generals think that the U.S. had
backed off.
As the meeting ended, Secretary McNamara and General Taylor
agreed that no action need be taken in connection with current instructions to our military forces. Fleet movements would continue in view
of the fact that such action created no problems for us. Ships on station
would remain in place. Proposed redeployment
of aircraft would be
stood down, however.
Bromley

Smith I1

” Printed from a copy that bears this typed signature.

55.

Memorandum
of Telephone Conversations Between the
Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs (Manning)
and the President, Washington, September 3,1963,4:35 and
4:45 p.m. 1
TELEPHONE

CALL TO THE PRESIDENT,

4:35 pm

The President asked who had done the AP story’ and who had
talked with him. Mr. Manning said it was Hightower, and that he felt
it was a case of pure and careful deduction, The President said he
would not want VOA carrying the story. Mr M said he had spoken
with Ed3 yesterday and it had been agreed we would confine our’ Source: Kennedy Library, Hilsman Papers, Countries, Series-Vietnam.
tial. Drafted by Manning.
2Not further identified.
3Edward R. Murrow.

Confiden-
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selves strictly to the President’s comments. Mr M said he did not think
anyone had been talking out of turn; he himself had been the only
one, he believed to talk with Hightower since the President’s statement and he remembered what he had told him. Mr M said that we
had made a strong statement last week and when we pointed the
finger, any good correspondent would be bound to draw some conclusions and get the idea that Nhu is the one we do not like. The
President said we do not think we can get him completely out of the
picture. Mr M said there was a problem in saying that too. Mr. M said
he had made clear to Hightower that we could not tell the Vietnamese
Government what to do and who to choose. Mr M said he felt Hightower had a good grip on things.
TELEPHONE

CALL FROM THE PRESIDENT,

4:45 pm

The President called back re the mention in the above discussed
article of cutting aid. Mr M said he had tried to make clear that we
have not made any decisions of that sort and could not without making the decision to withdraw which had not been made. The President
said he thought it would be good if we could turn these stories off for a
few days, and not have people going on TV Mr M mentioned that Mr
Hilsman had been turning down press calls and TV requests. The
President agreed that was wise.

56.

Telegram From the Department
Vietnam ’

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, September 3, 1963-9:35

p.m.

317. Eyes only for Ambassador Lodge. Re your 403. * Results your
talk with Nhu promising on surface but we fear stalling tactics especially in light of [2 document numbers not declassified].3 Thus, Nhu in
Dalat would be some improvement,
but he could still be power behind
throne; Madame Nhu’s tour could be plus for her local prestige unless
she stays away a long time and takes a vacation rather than a speech
making world tour (we would emphatically oppose her speaking in
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 26 S VIET Secret; Immediate.
Drafted
by Hilsman
and cleared in draft by Rusk, Forrestal,
McNamara,
and Taylor.
Repeated
to CINCPAC
for POLAD
exclusive
for Felt. An earlier draft is attached
to
Document
51. Regarding
the preparation
of this cable, see Document
54.
2 Doument
44.
’ Documents
46 and 48.
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the US); dealings with Buddhists depend on concrete action not expression of intent; broadening of cabinet may or may not be real. In
short, everything depends on there being real substance to Nhu’s
various proposals and change in GVN policies and actions. If Nhu is
sincere in his desire reach accommodation
rather than merely stalling,
his initial offer may be subject to negotiation upward if we maintain
momentum.
Accordingly, we should start negotiations with optimum
position, expecting that GVN and we might meet somewhere in between.
In this situation feeling here is that it is essential that central
negotiations should be conducted directly with Diem and that you
should proceed to a first meeting as soon as in your judgment you
think it desirable. Bargain with Nhu would only confirm his ascendancy. We should be inclined to press for earliest such meeting. (Harkins should resume his routine military contacts, and, following your
talk with Diem, should resume frequent contacts with Thuan and
Diem on military matters to get on with war.)
You will have President’s broadcast comments separately. You
should emphasize to Diem that President has expressed his views
because of his concern for the success of the war effort and his hope
that the GVN will recognize the need for changes in their policy and
improvements in their government.
Subject to these specific comments, the following is guidance for
your first conversation with Diem.
(a) General Posture: We will continue to assert publicly and privately US discontent with repression which has eroded effort toward
common goal of winning war until there are concrete results in GVN
policies and posture. US not trying to overthrow government, but
engaged in candid and critical talks to improve it. Purpose of general
posture is to give you leverage with GVN; avoid false public impression US tried something and now backing off; and to avoid seeming to
acquiesce in repression, which would put US on wrong side fence with
majority of people inside Viet-Nam and the world.
(b) First Meeting with Diem: You should make points Deptel 2944
re common interests in defeating Viet Cong; difficulty for US Govemment in maintaining support of American people in face daily juxtaposition US casualties and aid with repressive measures; and common
problem, under time urgency, of working out set of GVN policies and
actions that will make continued support possible.
Additional
specifics are: release of remaining
students and
bonzes, including satisfactory guarantees safety of three bonzes now
in US Embassy; removal of press censorship; restoration of damaged
pagodas by the GVN; repeal of Decree 10; and honest negotiation
’ Document

39.
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between GVN and true Buddhist leadership on outstanding issues.
You may assure Diem that if he takes appropriate action, USG will do
all in its power to improve opinion of GVN in the US.
Rusk

57.

Telegram From the Department
Vietnam ’

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, September 3,1963-9:36

p.m.

318. Eyes only for Ambassador Lodge. Further to Deptel 317,’ if
Generals indicate that they are concerned about your approach to
Diem, you may explain to them present policy through channels you
deem suitable along following lines:
Original initiative lay with Generals and US responded to their
approach. Since Generals have indicated they are unwilling or unable
to act now, US trying to improve situation by diplomatic means. If the
Generals desire reopen discussion of plans for action by them, US
should reserve its position and you should report to Department. 3
Rusk
’ Source: Department
of State, Central Files, POL 26 S MET. Top Secret; Immediate.
Drafted by Hilsman and cleared in draft by Rusk and Forrestal.
2 supra.
‘Lodge
replied
in telegram
413, September
4, eyes only for Rusk, as follows:
“Would
be surprised
if generals indicated
any concern, as they show very few signs of
life, but your 318 most helpful in case we should hear from that [them?].”
(Department
of State, Central Files, POL 26 S VIET)
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to the Department

Saigon, September 4,1963-g

p.m.

412. CINCPAC for POLAD. Eyes only for Secretary. CINCPAC
exclusive for Admiral Felt. Depte1317. ’
1. If I correctly understand instructions, they are based on a very
different reading of the situation here and the possibilities than my
own and my colleagues. Reftel states that “everything
depends on
there being real substance in Nhu’s various proposals and change in
GVN policies and actions.” In fact, Nhu’s proposals, insofar as they
related to what he is offering us, have very little substance, and I did
not mean to suggest in my 4033 that they did have, they are largely
scenery. Nhu is certainly not contemplating
a change in GVN policies
and actions. On contrary, he feels in a stronger position than ever
before domestically and he no doubt feels reassured from President’s
excellent TV conference that we are not planning to pull out, which
has surely been his assumption right along.
2. Our leverage is therefore very slight, and the question whether
Washington would like to see an agreement between US and GVN
along lines of my 403, in an effort to clear the air and then get on with
the war (and wait for appearance of individual or group with iron and
will to take over government). If answer is in the affirmative, then I
would propose to proceed as follows:
a. Believe it would be unwise to talk to Diem until we have
reacted to Nhu’s offer. Do not think this would give Nhu any greater
ascendancy than he has already. Nhu’s so-called retirement and Madame Nhu’s departure can only be worked out directly through Nhu.
b. Meeting to be held with Nhu [2 lines not declassified]. Aim at
this meeting would be to spell out details of Nhu’s change of status;
length of time of Madame Nhu’s absence. I assume three months
would have value to us in broadening of Cabinet membership; release
of students and bonzes still in prison; and repair of pagodas, Am
advised [less than 1 line not declassified] that repeal of Decree Law No.
10 is no longer relevant. However, it would no doubt have value in
UN and I would try for this too. Release of bonzes in Embassy not yet
requested. When it is asked for, we can stipulate safety guarantee.
’ Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 15 S VIET. Top Secret; Immediate.
Received at 11:lO a.m. Repeated to CINCPAC. Passed to the White House, CIA, and the
Office of the Secretary of Defense.
2 Document 56.
3 Document 44.
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Possibly best solution would be for GVN to agree Quang can leave
country. As for negotiating outstandin
issues with “true Buddhist
leadership,” this is out of the question i Bwe mean pre-May 21 leadership.
c. Once these matters are settled with Nhu, I would see Diem, as a
gesture of ratification,
d. If I see Diem now with all of Nhu’s
roposals hanging fire, I
will get nothin but a two-hour filibuster an B a mouthful of generalities and run ris a of losin whatever rogress has been made.
e. President’s broa f cast is excePlent in underscoring serious view
we take of situation. I have already at great length dwelt on the
importance of improving GVN posture and will do so again.
3. If something like this is not satisfactory and we must have a
change in GVN policies and actions, then we must have leverage.
Nothing better has occurred to me on this score than previous suggestion of arranging for House or House Committee to cut our aid for
Vietnam. I could then demand concessions on ground they necessary
to get Congressional action reversed.
4. Other devices may occur to Washington, but we must be clear
as to our objectives. I regret that none of alternatives is inviting. Do
not want to bother you with details, but the question of whether we
will be satisfied with agreement on points in my 403 or whether we
insist on far-reaching policy changes (which cannot be had with existing leverage) is so fundamental that I ask guidance.
Lodge

59.

Telegram From the Department
Vietnam ’

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, September 4, 1963-8:48

p.m.

324. Eyes only Ambassador Lodge. Embte1412. ’
1. Re your paragraph 4, President’s interview 3 sets general objective of U.S. policy, i.e., to secure a victory in war against Viet Cong. It
is in that context that he expressed our sense of need for change in
GVN policies and perhaps in personnel so as to regain touch with
people.
’ Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 15 S WET. Secret; Immediate.
Drafted by Hilsman and cleared by Rusk, Harriman, and Bundy. Repeated to CINCF’AC
POLAD exclusive for Felt.
2 Supra.

3 Document 50.
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2. Re your paragraph 3, we recognize that you are entering into
difficult negotiations and must be the first judge of what you can or
cannot achieve in the light of the leverage which you have. Believe
you will have clearer picture of what is possible after your first talks
with Diem or Nhu and we will then be in better position evaluate
results and decide whether we can provide you with more powerful
negotiating tools.
3. You are best judge of whether it is wiser to talk to Nhu or Diem
first on question of Nhu’s offer to resign and we accept your advice on
this point. However suggest you save other policy issues for talks with
Diem. Believe it important to get both talks started as soon as you can.
4. Do not really believe we have different readings of the situation. Our previous exchanges of telegrams should give you idea of
what we believe would be optimum outcome of your talks. Goal is
that GVN have political support at home and abroad indispensable to
winning war. In opening negotiations you should press for maximum
steps in this direction, along lines generally agreed in our preceding
exchanges. We do not believe we should set minimum
terms at this
stage, but should await further report on your negotiations.
Rusk

60.

Telegram
of State’

From the Embassy in Vietnam

to the Department

Saigon, September 5, 1963-3

p.m.

417. CINCPAC POLAD exclusive for Admiral Felt. Eyes only for
the Secretary. Your 324. 2
1. Agree your paragraph 1 on great desirability of “change in
GVN policies.” There may be an off-chance I might in time get in a
position to give them advice, some of which they would take. But this
is clearly impossible in the present atmosphere.
2. Re your paragraph 2 as to “what I can or cannot achieve”, the
main leverage I have is the build-up given me by the President’s
personal letter 3 which has inspired some hope in GVN that I will
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Received at 595 a.m. Repeated
to CINCPAC.
Office of the Secretary
of Defense.
2 Supra.
3 See vol. III, p. 644, footnote
2.

Files, POL 15 S VIET. Secret; Immediate.
Passed to the White House, CIA, and the
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some day speak well of them to U.S. public. They, therefore, may be
willing to do something to impel me to do so. I am using this leverage
to the utmost as well as President’s expressions of disapproval.
3. But I do not believe their word is good; Nhu’s resignation
surely would mean very little; Madame Nhu’s departure is obviously
intended to be a triumphant lecture tour; the broadening of the membership of the government will realistically change nothing; and the
placating of the Buddhists, as far as GVN is concerned, is largely done.
If these things have no usefulness in the U.S. as gestures, they are
probably not worth doing. It would be better to keep them worried
than to agree to some gestures which we regard as essentially meaningless but which would give them the feeling that they are forgiven.
4. Rather than go myself, I intend to get [less than 1 line not
declassified] to tell Nhu that we are really not interested in his package;
that is, his resignation, Madame Nhu’s lecture tour, etc., and see if
they can get something better. If they get something better, I can then
go back.
5. If [less than 1 line not declassified] produce nothing substantial, I
would then see Diem and request the departure of both Nhus, the
broadening of the composition of the government, the placating of the
Buddhists, etc. Believe this will be for the record only but, of course,
will try.
6. As to “political support at home and abroad” in your paragraph
4, I do not believe the GVN really understands this at all. They are
essentially a medieval, Oriental despotism of the classic family type,
who understand few, if any, of the arts of popular government. They
cannot talk to the people; they cannot cultivate the press; they cannot
delegate authority or inspire trust; they cannot comprehend the idea of
government as the servant of the people. They are interested in physical security and survival against any threat whatsover-Communist
or
non-Communist.
7. Of course, I will always keep trying, hoping this estimate may
be wrong and that there may be changes of one kind or another.
8. We are also studying possibilities of selective cutbacks or controls on aid components. Separate telegram will follow on this. 4
Lodge
’ Not found.
In telegram
337 to Saigon, September
5, 9:lO p.m.,
with clearances in substance from Rusk and Bundy, replied
“Approve
your tactics, but reiterate
our feeling here
soon as possible in order to try to assess real situation
and
(Department
of State, Central Files, POL 15 S MET)

addressed
to Lodge, Hilsman
as follows:
of importance
seeing Diem as
what can now be best done.”
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Draft Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between
the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs
(Hilsman) and the President, Washington,
September 5,
1963, 8~55 a.m. *

The President: Hello, Roger. Who puts this stuff out in Washington? There’s an article in The New York Times by Tad Schultz [Szulc],
page 5, in which he says that officials say that Nhu is trying to
blackmail us. * It’s a big story on page 5 and there’s more on page 1.
Mr. Hilsman: I’ve given strict orders to everyone in FE not to talk
to the press. I don’t know where he gets this stuff.
JFK: Call Manning and see if he might have said anything. If no
one is telling Schulz this stuff then somebody ought to call the NY
Times. If nobody there-you
or Manning or Gov. Harriman-has
said
anything then no one with the authority could have said this.
Mr. Hilsman: I will look into it, sir.
JFK: We can’t have people saying that US officials are saying these
kinds of things, If somebody is, we’ve got to put a stop to it. If not,
then nobody qualified to make such a statement could have given him
this kind of information.
Let’s get Manning and Harriman and if not
them, then call The New York Times. Has Gov. Harriman talked to
anybody?
RH: Not to my knowledge, sir.
JFK: Well, check into it and call me back this morning.
RH: Well, sir, I have to testify before the Senate this morning.
JFK: On what? What will they be asking you about?
RH: About Laos and Viet-Nam and Korea.
JFK: Who specifically?
RH: Senator Lausche. Miraculously we’re on very good terms and
he has been most cooperative. I’ll be testifying in executive session;
nothing official and it will be just a background review of the situation.
JFK: What about Lodge talking to the French Ambassador? 3
’ Source: Kennedy
Library,
Hilsman Papers, Country
Series-Vietnam.
This memorandum
apparently
was transcribed
by a staff member in Hilsman’s
office.
2 In this New York Times article entitled,
“Washington
Officials
Accuse Nhu of
Blackmail,”
September
5, Szulc stated that administration
officials believed
Nhu’s attempts at political blackmail
were bound to fail,
r Telegram
410 from Saigon, September
4, reported
on Lodge’s conversation
with
Lalouette.
Lalouette
“reiterated
that Nhu believed
he could work out an arrangement
with the VC whereby
the guerilla war would be ended. I asked what would be the quid
pro quo, and he said: the withdrawal
of some US troops,”
Lodge reported
that what Lalouette
“particularly
stressed was his belief there is no
alternative
to the Diem regime and that we must work with them as partners
to win the
war.” (Kennedy
Library,
National
Security Files, Country
Series-Vietnam,
State cables)
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RH: Well I slapped his wrist in a cable about 4 days ago about the
Halberstam article.4 He ought to watch the paper more closely down
there.
JFK: Well, good. Now I want to have this NY Times article looked
into this morning. I think it makes us look a littleRH: If we find out that no one with authority in FE and no oneManning nor Harriman spoke to the press, then we will put in a call to
The New York Times and let them know that nobody with authority
could possibly have made these statements.
’ In White House telegram CAP 63474 to Saigon, September 1, Hilsman told Lodge
that it appeared Halberstam in his August 30 article entitled, “U.S. Policy Clash With
Diem Hinted,” printed in The New York Times of August 31, “may have picked up some
points from US sources.” Hilsman noted: “Possible that some US officials talking too
much with press or other embassy staffs. Trust you are cautioning staff.” (Kennedy
Library, National Security Files, Vietnam Country Series, State cables)

62.

Editorial

Note

On September 5, President Diem sent United Nations SecretaryGeneral U Thant a letter responding to an appeal by U Thant on
August 31. On behalf of Asian and African member states, U Thant
expressed grave concern over the situation in the Republic of Vietnam.
The Secretary-General added his own “personal appeal” to Diem “to
find a solution to the questions which are so deeply affecting the
population of your country.” Diem’s response denied that there was
suppression of Buddhism in the Republic of Vietnam, charged that
such an allegation was “an imperialist invention,” and stated that the
African and Asian members of the United Nations were “allowing
themselves to be poisoned by an international
conspiracy of the East
or West against the Republic of Viet-Nam.” Diem stated that Vietnam
was upholding public order, freeing the Buddhist hierarchy of outside
influence, and had already found a solution to the Buddhist question.
U Thant’s letter of August 31 is printed in American Foreign Policy:
Current Documents, 2963, pages 869-870. Diem’s letter of September 5
is ibid., pages 871-872.
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of State to the Embassy in

Washington, September 5, 1963~-8:42 pm.
335. Ambassador from Hilsman. My two-hour executive session
today with Far East Subcommittee
of Senate Foreign Relations Committee revealed far-reaching doubts regarding not only Diem-Nhu
leadership but also advisability of continued US participation in VietNam war. Subcommittee
mood augurs heavy sledding in upcoming
Senate aid debate as well as probable introduction of resolution condemning further US support for GVN; e.g. “It is the sense of the
Senate that the American people are no longer willing to support a
regime in South Viet-Nam that oppresses the people and religious
sects. Continued support of such a regime is inconsistent with the
basic precepts of American democracy.”
Major themes of Senatorial concern today were: “disaster course”
of Diem-Nhu
leadership; dangers in Viet-Nam and elsewhere of US
identification
with repressive regime; press reports of Nhu contacts
with Hanoi; failure of US to produce alternative to Diem-Nhu;
absence of clear indications as to where we go from here.
Suggest that you make use, at your discretion, of this Congressional storm-warning in your approaches to GVN. ’
Rusk
’ Source: Department
of State, Central
Files, POL 1 S VIET-US.
Drafted
by James C. Thomson,
Special Assistant,
Bureau of Far Eastern
in draft with John I? White, Legislative
Officer,
Bureau of Congressional
approved
by Hilsman.
* In telegram
431 from Saigon, September
6, Lodge informed
H&man
made of telegram
335 to Saigon: “Your 335 came at the right moment
helpful. I read it to [less than I line not declassified] who were profoundly
immediately
seeking
interview
with Nhu and the Madame.
They do
bargain but simply to tell him that now he and his wife have no choice
country
for six months.
Will keep you posted. This will open the way for
conference
with Diem.”
(Ibid., POL 1 S VIET-US)

Secret; Priority.
Affairs; cleared
Relations;
and
of the use he
and was most
moved and are
not propose
to
but to leave the
my showdown
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Memorandum
From the Under Secretary of State for
Political Affairs (Harriman) to the President’s Special
Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy)’
Washington, September 5, 2963.

I received this private letter from the former Director of the
Vietnamese Bureau of the Budget, who was perhaps the closest friend
of the United States until he resigned from the Vietnamese government a couple of years ago. It seems to me that the views which he
expresses, and which closely parallel those stated by former Foreign
Minister Vu Van Mau to Chester Bowles,’ are very sober judgments
which are worth our close attention.
I am sending you two copies of the letter with the thought that
you may wish to show one of them to the President.
W.A.H.
[Attachment]
Letter From Vu Van Thai to the Under Secretary of State for
Political Affairs (Harriman) 3
Lome, Togo, August 24, 2963.
DEAR MR. UNDERSECRETARY: When we met two years ago you
suggested kindly that I may send you a private message whenever I
have something to say about the situation in my country: Vietnam. I
am now taking advantage of this permission because while I am now
in Africa, deeply involved in the development problems of this part of
the world, I cannot refrain from being anguished by the late events in
my own country.
’ Source: Kennedy Library, National Security Files, Vietnam Country Series, Memos
and Miscellaneous, Confidential. Harriman also sent a copy of the attached letter to
McNamara under cover of a similar memorandum. Harriman suggested to McNamara
that the opinions in the letter represent “judgments which cannot be ignored.“ (Washington National Records Center, RG 330, McNamara Files: FRC 69 A 3131, Vietnam
091)
’ As reported in telegram 911 from New Delhi, September 4. (Department of State,
Central Files, POL 15-1 S VIET)
3 Vu Van Thai was currently a representative of the United Nations stationed in
Togo. The source text bears a marginal note indicating that this letter was taken from the
President’s weekend reading file of September 6.
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Two years ago I told you that any political improvement
must
come from the people and that political change must be the responsibility of the Vietnamese themselves. I did not agree with those who
claimed to be Vietnamese political leaders and were only expecting
changes worked out by foreign influence.
Now I am pleading that the US does its utmost to prevent the
further crushing of the Buddhist movement and the subsequent political protest which has developed out of general discontentment
and of
M. Diem and family’s handling of the religious crisis.
I am advocating a strong stand from the US not only for the sake
of those directly threatened by Diem’s repression, but also for the sake
of preserving the Southern part of Vietnam as a place where one day a
true regime of freedom of thought could seed and develop.
Without a US clear cut condemnation of M. Diem’s recent sacking
of temples, it will be impossible for any future Vietnamese Govemment to be able to gain popular support while siding with the West.
Yet our chance of survival depends from the conciliation of these two
conditions.
M. Diem and his family must go now, even if there is no ready
made alternative, even if the change involves important risks; those
risks must be taken for M. Diem has become the worst alternative, the
only one leading to fatal communist takeover.
Even those most attached to freedom like myself cannot accept
the idea of the continuation of M. Diem’s rule for the sake of preserving our country from falling into communist hands.
It is time now for the US to side with the people of Vietnam in its
struggle to free itself from dictatorship. Time is now working for the
communists, action has to be taken quickly. I am convinced that the
Vietnamese people is ready to fight for Independence and Freedom, it
will never fight for anti-communism
as such.
This letter is not inspired by any political ambition, it is not
motivated by any partisan consideration. I am now in International
Service and intend to remain so. If I raise my voice now it is because as
a simple Vietnamese I feel compelled to do so; the recent events in
Vietnam is [are] as shocking as the crushing of the Hungarian revolt.
Sincerely yours,
Vu Van Thai 4
a Printed from a copy that bears this typed signature.
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Memorandum
of a Telephone Conversation Between the
Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs
(Hilsman) and the President, Washington, September 6,
1963,915 a.m. ’

SUBJECT
Viet-Nam

The President telephoned and asked what the news was.
Mr. Hilsman said we did not have a telegram in yet.
The President mentioned the newspaper stories attributed to one
of our wonderful sources there. Mr. Hilsman said that we had gotten
the ticker last night and had sent a blast to Saigon. ’ The President said
this strips us kind of bare. Mr. H&man
said this makes him so
damned mad. He had warned them about talking. The President said
you can’t stop people from doing that. We have the same problem
here.
The President said we now should have some sort of economic
program-things
we could do that would not have material effect
immediately
but which would give them the word. Mr. Hilsman said
he had started looking into the various possibilities a week ago. In
reply to the President’s question, Mr. H&man said there was not too
much. The President asked what about tying aid to U.S. purchases.
Mr. Hilsman said this was an idea; that we tie some in anyway. The
President asked what the dollar loss was to Viet-Nam. He said we
ought to do that anyway.
The President asked if Mr. Hilsman had Janow or someone working on it. Mr. Hilsman said Janow and Bob Bamett and the economic
people here were working on it already. The President said he would
like to have some ideas this morning.
1 Source: Kennedy
Library,
Hilsman
scribed by Mabel Karydakis
of Hilsman’s
* Not found.

Papers,
office.

Counties,

Vietnam,
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White

SUBJECT

OTHERS

PRESENT

Secretary
Rusk, Secretary
McNamara,
Attorney
General,
Director
Murrow,
General Taylor, General Krulak, Deputy
Secretary
Gilpactric,
Ambassador
Nolting,
Assistant Secretary
Hilsman,
Mr. Helms,, Mr. Colby, Mr. Bundy,
Bromley
Smith

Mr.

The meeting began without the President.
Secretary Rusk said that if the situation continues to deteriorate in
Vietnam, if our relations with Diem continue to deteriorate, and if U.S.
domestic opinion becomes strongly anti-Diem, we will be faced with
no alternative short of a massive U.S. military effort. We should direct
Ambassador Lodge to tell Diem:
1. That we can foresee a condemnatory
resolution in the UN
within the next ten days. We will not be in the position to keep this
anti-Diem resolution from being passed. Madame Nhu’s appearance at
the UN would be disastrous.
2. Unless Diem acts promptly, there will be a drastic effect in the
U.S involving both reduction in economic and military assistance and
stron pressure to withdraw U.S political support of Vietnam. He
note cf that we have not yet used the Lodge/Diem
channel. Our urgent
task is to ather all the evidence we can on the situation in Vietnam
and the e Pfeet of recent events on the military effort against the Viet
Cong.
Secretary McNamara suggested that we direct General Harkins to
see Defense Minister Thuan and get his current views. He may no
longer be saying, as he was last week, that Nhu has to go. We also
need a military evaluation of what is happening in Vietnam.
Ambassador Nolting suggested that we ask Ambassador Lodge to
see Vice President Tho who will have an excellent feel for what effect
the recent events have had on the Vietnamese military effort.
There followed a discussion of a statement appearing in the press
allegedly quoting General Harkins as saying that recent events had
reduced by 50% the Vietnamese military effort. ’ General Krulak said
’ Source:
ries, Meetings

Kennedy
Library,
National
Security
Files, Meetings
and Memoranda
Seon Vietnam.
Top Secret. Drafted
by Bromley
Smith. Also published
in
Declassified Documents, 1982, 6498. A memorandum
of discussion
at the meeting
by
Hilsman
is in the Kennedy
Library,
Hilsman
Papers, Country
Series-Vietnam,
White
House Meetings,
State memcons.
2 A copy of the article by Ed Meagher
of the Los Angeles Times, datelined
Saigon,
September
4, is ibid., National
Security
Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, Memos
and
Miscellaneous.
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General Harkins had consistently reported that the military effort had
been affected but not seriously. An effort was being made to find out
whether General Harkins had been misquoted. (It later developed that
the reporter had misrepresented General Harkins’ view which continued to be that the effect on the anti-Viet Cong operations had been
limited.)
The Attorney General asked whether we could win the war with
Nhu and Diem. Secretary Rusk replied that the answer was no, if the
Nhus remained in power and continued along the same lines they
have been following. However, the Nhus may change their line.
The Attorney General asked whether the Nhus would change
now. He cited press stories saying that we can live with Diem and
Nhu. Such stories are certainly read by Diem. The effect is to greatly
reduce our bargaining power with Diem. We have to be tough. Ambassador Lodge has to do more than say our President is unhappy. We
have to tell Diem that he must do the things we demand or we will
have to cut down our effort as forced by the U.S. public.
Mr. Hilsman said he had already sent a cable asking Embassy
Saigon how we could cut U.S. programs without hurting the war
effort. 3
The Attorney General asked if we have concluded that we are
going to lose with Diem, why do we not grasp the nettle now.
Secretary Rusk pointed out that Diem would not be relying on
press reports for information as to U.S. views. Our actions should be
taken in two or three bites. It is very serious to threaten to pull out of
Vietnam. If the Viet Cong takes over in Vietnam we are in real trouble.
Ambassador Lodge could discount press stories by talking about what
has to be done to meet our demands, including the exile of Madame
Nhu. On the basis of Ambassador Lodge’s talk with Diem, we could
then decide on our next move. At that time we might decide to issue
an ultimatum.
Mr. Bundy agreed that this was not the moment of decision.
When we say we can’t win with Diem we are talking of a longer time
period. He personally doubted that General Harkins had said that the
war effort had fallen off by 50%. He thought we should find out what
was on Thuan’s mind.
He recalled that Thuan’s view that something must be done immediately if the war was to be won had triggered our action of last
week end. He thought we should find out whether Thuan’s view had
changed during the past few days and in the light of the collapse of
coup planning.
‘Telegram
(US) S VIET)

313 to Saigon,

September

3. (Department

of State,

Central

Files,

AID
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General Taylor recalled that three weeks ago we still believed that
we could win the war with Diem. The Joint Chiefs of Staff shared that
view. He asked whether recent events had changed our judgment.
The Attorney General again asked what we should do if we have
concluded that we can’t win with Diem. Secretary McNamara replied
that we can’t answer that question because we have insufficient information in Washington.
Secretary Rusk agreed that a reassessment was required. He then
read a cable from Ambassador Lodge reporting most recent developments (attached). 4
Secretary McNamara said we were not asking a showdown with
Diem now but a discussion of the current situation.
The Attorney General asked whether we could get the views
promptly of U.S. officers working with Vietnamese military units.
Secretary McNamara said we could ask General Harkins to do this
today. General Taylor said we could get the grass roots military view
and suggested that General Krulak go to Vietnam, returning the first of
the week, to report on the views of the Vietnamese officers.
Secretary Rusk commented on a report by Marguerite Higgins
who had visited the Vietnamese countryside. He thought that Saigon
may be such a snake pit that the views of those in Saigon may not be
representative. He felt a strong need to try and find out the realities of
the situation.
Mr. Murrow said he could ask his station chief to find out the
views of the 23 Vietnamese on the USIA payroll.
Secretary Rusk said that his son had received a personal letter
from a junior Foreign Service Officer friend now in Vietnam reporting
real promise in the war against the Vietcong.
Secretary McNamara recommended
that General Krulak go to
Saigon and return Monday. ’ He asked that we get views from British
Ambassador Thompson who is in Saigon.
Mr. Bundy said the crucial question is what are the components of
a judgment as to whether we can win the war with Diem.
Secretary Rusk said we can live with the international
aspects of
the Diem government, but can we win in Vietnam? Can we contain
criticism in the U.S.? Mr. Murrow asked that we do not underestimate
the harm being done to us internationally
by our continued support of
Diem. Secretary Rusk replied that if we win in Vietnam, the intemational aspect will come into line.
Returning to the instructions to Ambassador Lodge, Secretary
Rusk said we should make clear that Ambassador Lodge’s first substantive meeting with Diem should not be considered a showdown.
’ No cable was attached,
5 September
9.

but this is an apparent

reference

to Document
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Ambassador Nolting urged that we do not use pressure on Diem.
To do so, in his opinion, would produce an unfortunate reaction. He
asked that we do not talk to Diem about sanctions, but describe to him
flatly the situation as we saw it.
Secretary Rusk described our present position as being stage one.
There may be no stage two if we decide to pull out. If we pull out, we
might tell Diem that we wish him well. Diem may be able to win the
war without us, but this is unlikely. Prior to actually pulling out, we
might want to consider promoting a coup.
The President entered the meeting at this point. Secretary Rusk
summarized the earlier discussion and the draft instructions to Ambassador Lodge.
The President 6 asked why our goal is to get Nhu out for six
months. Is this realistic? Madame Nhu should go abroad but somehow
she should be kept from making speeches.
Mr. Bundy asked what is the essential minimum of our demands.
Secretary Rusk replied that if the Nhus stay on their present course we
will continue to lose ground.
The President said we should ask Diem to prohibit Madame Nhu
from talking. We had a public relations task in the U.S. and worldwide
in dealing with Madame Nhu. He asked Ambassador Nolting whether
our minimum requirement was the removal of Nhu.
Ambassador Nolting said that on balance he felt that Nhu would
have to go. He believed that the departure of Nhu would mean a loss
in Vietnam but a gain with U.S. public opinion. He acknowledged the
choice was a very close one.
Mr. Bundy said that if Madame Nhu would leave we could live
with Nhu remaining in Saigon. He asked again that we try to find out
from Thuan whether he believes as he did two weeks ago that Nhu
must go if the war is to be won.
Bromley
’ Fox additional remarks by the President, see the editorial note, injra.
’ Printed from a copy that bears this typed signature.

Smith ’
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Note

At the end of the lo:30 meeting on September 6 (see sup),
the
President made the following additional
remarks (see footnote 6,
supra):
“The discussion then turned to the instructions to Lodge.
“The President asked if it was realistic to demand that brother
Nhu should o out. We certainly should insist on Madame Nhu shutting up, if on Py for the public relations problem here in this country.
“As to brother Nhu, the President asked Mr. Nolting if he would
be for his going if we could get him to go. Ambassador Nolting said
that as far as the problem here in the US is concerned he was sure that
it would be better to have brother Nhu leave. Internally within VietNam he was not at all sure that it would be good to have him go.
“The President said that this should be one of the major purposes
of the reassessment that we are undertaking.
The President asked
what sanctions we should give Lodge in connection with aid. Mr.
Hilsman re orted on his appearance before the Senate and the use
that Lodge K ad made of this in Saigon (Depte1335 and Saigon’s 431).
“Ambassador Nolting said that if we want to come out with our
marbles we must not present Diem an ultimatum.
Even the strongest
sanctions would not work. It was OK, however, to talk of American
public opinion, Congress, etc.
“The Secretary of State said that Nolting’s position was all right
for the first stage but, if we do pull out, we must tell Diem in advance
saying that we would still wish him well. The point was that a pull-off
might well make a military coup probable.” (Memorandum
of discussion by Hilsman, September 6; Kennedy Library, Hilsman Papers,
Country Series-Vietnam,
White House Meetings, State memcons)

122

Foreign Relations,

68.

1961-1963,

Volume IV

Memorandum
From the Director of the Bureau of
Intelligence
and Research (Hughes) to the Secretary of
State’
Washington, September 6, 1963.

SUBJECT
State of Mind of the Nhus

Two intelligence reports received today’ reflect the heightened
contempt which Ngo Dinh Nhu, his wife, and other close confidants
of the Ngo family hold for the United States as a result of recent
developments in South Vietnam.
1. The first report (TDCS DB-3/656,446)
relates to an interview of
Madame Nhu’s brother, Tran Van Khiem, on August 31 by Denis
Warner, a reliable Australian correspondent. Warner informed an
American official that Khiem showed him a list of United States Embassy, USIS, USOM, and MACV personnel he was planning to assassinate. Warner indicated that the assassination of Americans would
result in the landing of United States Marines within hours to which
Khiem replied that there are 20,000 Vietnamese troops in Saigon to
meet this eventuality.
However, Khiem seemed impressed with
Warner’s counter that a division of Marines would quickly wipe out
any opposing forces.
We do not think that the Vietnamese Government would at this
time sanction such acts against American officials. However, we can
expect that the current anti-American
campaign as reflected in the
government-controlled
press and in official statements will continue;
anti-American rallies or demonstrations are also possible. Khiem is the
brother of Madame Nhu, and his own father, the former Vietnamese
Ambassador to Washington, Tran Van Chuong, has denounced him as
incompetent,
corrupted, and cowardly. The last we have heard of
Khiem was on August 11 when Secretary of State for the Presidency
Thuan informed Ambassador Nolting that Madame Nhu had organized her own secret police squad headed by Khiem. Thuan stated that
Nhu himself was possibly also involved. Nolting subsequently raised
this point with Diem-the
latter denied it flatly. The above report
’ Source: Library of Congress, Harriman Papers, Vietnam-Policy.
Secret; Limit
Distribution; No Foreign Dissem/No Dissem Abroad/Background
Use Only. Drafted by
Allen S. Whiting, Director of the Office of Research and Analysis for the Far East, and
Leo G. Sarris of that office.
2 Both dated September 5, neither printed. (Kennedy Library, National Security
Files, Vietnam Country Series, CIA Cables)
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would indicate that Khiem may actually have some “special security”
responsibilities and that Diem was either lying or had been kept ignorant of the development.
2. The second report (TDCS DB-3/656,445)
relates to the September 2 article in Times of Vietnam 3 which charged the United States,
and specifically the Central Intelligence Agency, with an attempt to
inspire a coup. On September 5, the First Secretary of the German
Embassy, passing on information given to him by a Der Spiegel correspondent who had interviewed Madame Nhu, told an American official that Madame Nhu admitted she had written most, if not all, of the
article. She is reported to have also stated that most of South Vietnam’s troubles resulted from false reporting by the American press
and from American interference. She even charged that Ambassador
Lodge was planning to have her removed or murdered. She added that
Diem was too weak and was dependent upon her for support and
strength to carry out the struggle against the Viet Cong and other
enemies.
We have suspected that the Times of Vietnam article was written,
or at least inspired, by the Nhus. Of course, Madame Nhu is aware
that we want her to leave, and she probably feels she would be a main
target in any coup attempt against the regime. Her statement on Diem
recalls a similar public statement of hers about a month ago and one
which touched Diem on a very sensitive point.
3 On September
2 the Times of Vietnam published
a front-page
story under a headline entitled
“CIA Financing
Planned
Coup D&at,”
which had as its central premise
that the CIA in conjunction
with the Viet Cong spent millions
of dollars to try to
overthrow
the Diem government
on August 28. See Mecklin,
Mission in Torment, pp.
201-203,
regarding
the role of the Times of Vietnam and its acting editor, Ann Gregory,
in Vietnamese
politics.
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Intelligence

Agency Station in

Saigon, September 6, 1963.

0698. 1. With approval Ambassador Lodge, CAS applied during
morning 6 Sept for interview with Ngo Dinh Nhu. Nhu set interview
for afternoon same day and we had two-hour conversation.
2. Apparently Minister Luong had already talked with Nhu about
Tran Van Khiem matter (CAS Saigon 0647). * Nhu assured CAS there
was nothing to this. Said either Khiem or SEPES3 personnel through
Khiem were attempting restore SEPES. This would go nowhere as
Diem had reached final decision not to reestablish SEPES. According
to Nhu, Diem has “physical allergy” to Khiem and would not think of
allowing him either role or office. Khiem has no agents or anything
else. Nhu had not talked with Khiem as result these reports but Madame Nhu has done so. Khiem had said to Madame Nhu that if he
was to have no role in Vietnamese life he would prefer to go abroad.
In sum Nhu debunked report and gave assurances about Khiem.
3. We then discussed 2 Sept Times of Vietnam article. 4 Nhu alleged
he had nothing whatever to do with article and claims he had not even
read it. Stated that he did not hide himself behind backsides of a
woman, in this instance referring specifically to Mrs. Gregory. He
surmised in passing that Gregorys may have obtained some of their
information from American sources but did not emphasize this line.
CAS did not raise question of Madame Nhu’s role nor did he.
4. Nhu stated he wished explicitly authorize CAS and station to
proceed with all station programs of joint nature. Volunteered that
Diem, he, Thuan and Luong and others had approved these programs.
Nhu considers the programs invaluable in support of counterinsurgency which, he continues to claim, is his primary interest. Stating
he had previously said he had no political or power ambition he
modified this to say he has primary ambition after all, which he
describes as winning countersubversive war because of its importance
not only to South Vietnam but also because of bearing countersubver’ Source: Department
of State, Central Files, POL 15-1 S VIET. Secret; Immediate;
Eyes Only.
The source text is a copy sent by the CIA to the Department
of State
exclusive for Rusk, Ball, Harriman,
and Hilsman.
Also sent to the White House exclusive
for Bundy and to the Assistant
Chief of Staff (Intelligence),
Department
of the Army,
exclusive
for McNamara,
Gilpatric,
Taylor, and Krulak. There is no time of transmission
from Saigon on the source text, but it was received
at the Department
of State at 7:15
p.m.
2 Not found.
’ SEPES, Service des Etudes Politiques
et Sociales (Political
and Social Studies Service), was the name of Ngo Dinh Nhu’s secret police.
‘See footnote
3, supra.

Reassessment in Washington;

Inaction in Saigon

125

sive war has on Cambodia, Laos, and other countries of SEA and on
struggle of free world. At conclusion our conversation, he again
stressed his desire we continue joint programs. Without CAS putting
question to him, Nhu disclaimed any role in attack on Agency.
5. Nhu seems convinced some Americans (unidentified) arranged
sanctuary of three bonzes in American Embassy. When CAS expressed
complete disbelief, Nhu admitted arrival of three bonzes probably
came as surprise to Embassy officials but continued to claim GVN in
possession telephone tap indicating that (unidentified) American had
been behind this episode. He did not elaborate on problem constituted
by bonzes in Embassy nor did CAS press him on this matter.
6. Nhu feels there are too many American civilians in Saigon and
that some of these personnel are maintaining
continual campaign of
anti-GVN criticism. Did not name them but expressed view that this
was matter for internal discipline of U.S. Mission, not for GVN action.
Nhu seems to think number of American civilians in Saigon should be
reduced and states he was asked at Interministerial
Committee on
Strategic Hamlets meeting morning 6 Sept about presence US. military advisors, Had answered question to effect that military advisors
should be increased where they were needed and effective and decreased where contrary situation prevailed. Said nothing about any
reduction in military establishment.
7. With respect to negotiations with Hanoi, Nhu said Italian Ambassador D’Orlandi and Indian High Commissioner
Goburdhun had
asked him to see Polish ICC Commissioner Maneli to find out “what
was in his stomach”. Maneli had made several previous efforts to talk
with Nhu but had not been received. As result of D’Orlandi
and
Goburdhun’s persuasion, Nhu received Maneli about three days ago.
Maneli expressed view that Nhu should take advantage of de Gaulle
and Ho Chi Minh declarations4 and to enter into negotiations with
Hanoi. Maneli said he had been authorized by Pham Van Dong to act
as intermediary.
He suggested to Nhu that SVN could sell rice and
beer to North Vietnam in return for coal. Volunteered to be at Nhu’s
services any hour of day or night. Maneli told Nhu he was only man in
SVN who could dare to undertake such negotiations.
8. Nhu claims he answered Maneli to effect that, while de
Gaulle’s statement was interesting, only combatants in this war had
right to speak and act. SVN is allied with U.S. and it would be “immoral act” to explore such a problem unilaterally
behind backs of
Americans. Commercial
relations with North Vietnam would have
inevitable political repercussions on fighting morale and political clarity of SVN population. Maneli asked what was next step and Nhu said
he replied “continue building strategic hamlets”. To CAS Nhu said he
‘See footnote

7, Document

26, and footnote

3, Document

44.
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has no secret channel to Hanoi but could communicate
through
Goburdhun or Maneli if he wished. His contacts are with Viet Cong in
SVN and his objective with them is to win them over against North
Vietnam. Nhu stated he believes the guerrilla war would be greatly
advanced in SVN favor by end of 1963 and that at some future time
SVN and U.S. might be able negotiate with North Vietnam from
position of strength. He states he is adamantly opposed to neutralism,
although CAS had not brought up this subject. Neutralism, according
to Nhu, is completely contrary to GVN’s outlook and policy.
9. Without specifying, Maneli [told Nhu?] Saigon GVN would
soon have four enemies against it, presumably including U.S. Nhu
says he answered Maneli with comment that GVN accustomed to
being attacked from many sides and would prefer go down with
dignity than to live on knees. Nhu told CAS that neither GVN nor any
other government could possibly negotiate with Hanoi either openly
or secretly, except after having won guerrilla war and not in terms of
neutralization
but rather within framework of strong SVN seeking to
incorporate North Vietnam within free world order.
10. On Buddhist question, Nhu said he had been off on vacation
with family, 8 May and had not participated immediately
in crisis
which exploded that date. Buddhist problem advanced too far and too
fast, reaching final point where surgery was necessary to survival of
government and conduct of war. Still claims he had nothing to do with
declaration of martial law or with attacks on pagodas. Denies he
manipulated
Secret Police or Colonel Tung’s forces. When general
officers saw Diem evening 18 August to propose martial law, claims
Diem asked Nhu what Generals wanted see him about at that hour
and Nhu surmised to Diem that probably they wanted take up question of new Chief of Staff. Nhu claims general officers informed him
on 19 August of their discussion with Diem. During general officers/
Diem meeting on 18 Aug, Diem approved martial law in principle,
asked that bonzes not be harmed, and recommended that military
legal officer be present at pagodas to see that military forces acted in
accordance with law. Nhu claims military found this last stipulation
unrealistic and impractical. Nhu said General Do Cao Tri had visited
him about 19 or 20 August and initiated discussion on what General
Tri intended to do during martial law. Tri brought out notebook indicating precise steps he intended take and persons he would arrest.
Nhu commented that Tri said he had been planning for the action over
the past preceding month. Nhu stated to CAS that he is “scapegoat” of
entire affair, although said at same time that situation had reached
point where surgical action necessary. The [He?] says there was no
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meeting of civilian leaders after Diem/general
officers session of 18
Aug (contrary to Minister Hieu’s report (FVS 9513)).’
Nhu said that, apart from surgical operation of 21 August, he has
been for policy of conciliation and continues to be now. He said this
was another part of Diem’s stipulations during his session with Generals on 18 August, i.e., that martial law and removal of Buddhists to
home pagodas would not constitute breach of his policy of conciliation.
11. CAS asked Nhu how long he thought martial law would last.
Nhu answered that he had no idea. He felt persistence of martial law
was dangerous to government and commented that martial law was
having psychological effect on general officers which he thought could
become a serious problem. During today’s meeting of Interministerial
Committee on Strategic Hamlets, general officers had raised question
of their participating
in Cabinet positions within government and
problems relating to general style structure. Nhu had answered them
to effect that Interministerial
Committee was not proper forum nor did
this lie within his responsibility. CAS impression is that Nhu is in fact
worried about changes in general officers’ outlook and increasing demands from their side for participation in government.
12. Nhu gave some time to discussing how his children found life
at Gia Long unpleasant and unlike normal lives led by other children.
They felt they did not have playmates like other young people, could
not walk down the street normally, were surrounded by too many
servants, and would much rather live in villa somewhere in other part
of SVN, like their villa at Dalat. Nhu said that he had to take this
family problem seriously because psychological wounds of this kind in
childhood could have lasting effects into adult life. (CAS had impression, as result Nhu’s emphasis on this subject, that Nhu might be
laying ground work for his temporary withdrawal.)
13. Nhu’s comments are contrary to information we have received
from other sources. See no point in trying to elaborate on his sincerity
or insincerity but do not exclude that there are various substantial
elements of deception involved in his statements. This would not be
unnatural in power and politics. He claims to want to go forward with
[us] U.S. ally and that he recognized fully American contribution to
winning guerrilla war. I had no impression from this meeting that Nhu
was inclined toward significant cutback in American presence of programs. He again claimed he is not anti-American,
Discussion was
conducted on both sides in friendly, dispassionate manner. Nhu was
looking well.
5 Not found.

128
70.

Foreign Relations,

1961-1963,

Volume IV

Telegram From the Department
Vietnam 1

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, September 6, 7963-7:42

p.m.

348. Eyes only Ambassador Lodge.
1. Following is result of highest level meeting today. ’
2. It is clear that as a minimum
we face a major problem with
world, with US Congress and with American public which will require
GVN to take actions to restore its image so that we may continue to
support it. These actions include effective silencing and probably removal from country of Madame Nhu, releasing of bonzes, students,
etc., along lines we have discussed.
3. What is not clear is whether these measures will suffice to
restore sufficient confidence in the Diem Government
within VietNam to permit them to win the war.
4. Sense of meeting was that if the answer to this second question
is that additional measures, such as departure of Nhu, are essential,
and if we cannot obtain these additional measures after negotiating
with Diem, then US faced with question whether to apply sanctions
with all their risks rather than let situation get steadily worse.
5. At present there are two missing ingredients necessary to make
a judgment. First is information on Vietnamese attitudes, and septe13
describes actions we are taking this regard in addition to those you
already have underway.
6. The second missing ingredient is Diem’s attitude. You should
initiate dialogue with Diem soonest. Purpose of this is not for showdown negotiations or ultimatum (since we not yet decided on ultimate
sanctions to be used) but rather to afford you and us an opportunity to
clarify present situation and assess future moves-e.g.,
to express
clearly and authoritatively
considerations US side and to ascertain
Diem’s future plans and policies in the light these considerations. You
must dispel any idea Diem may have gotten from recent press reports
that everything is okay in US-GVN relations and make him understand that we are coming to a point where our sensitivity is as important as his, stressing that we have a common problem to work out to
permit us to proceed together towards our joint objective of winning
the war against the Viet Cong.
’ Source: Department
Drafted
by Hilsman
and
CINCPAC
for POLAD
Hyannis
Port. (Kennedy
Cable II) Also published
‘See Document
66.
3 Infra.

of State, Central
Files, POL 15 S VIET. Secret; Immediate.
cleared in draft with Bundy, Rusk, and Harriman.
Repeated
to
exclusive
for Felt. A copy was also sent to the President
at
Library,
National
Security Files, Vietnam
Country
Series, State
in Declassified Documents,
1982, 592 B.
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7. You should hit hard on consequences of now inevitable UN
debate and difficulty US would have in supporting GVN there in
present circumstances (you should, incidentally,
make it absolutely
clear that Madame Nhu’s presence at UN would be disaster.) Second,
you should elaborate difficulties with US public opinion and Congress
using Hilsman meeting with Far East Subcommittee4
and statements
of Lausche and Church reported septels. 5
8. You should also emphasize to Diem extreme time urgency-we
have only ten days before UN debate for GVN to restore its image.
9. You should also emphasize that while the problem here and in
UN created by GVN acts may or may not be aggravated by press
distortions problem is big and real and only GVN acts can solve it.
10. At the outset you should stress the points that relate to the
public opinion problem (para 2 above)-e.g.,
release of remaining
students and bonzes, removal press censorship, restoration of pagodas, etc., as developed along lines generally agreed in our preceding
exchanges, leaving to later discussions additional measures we may
think necessary in light of results of assessment described para. 5
above and septel.
11. We have some doubts here about reliance upon [less than 1
line not declassified] to explain US position to Nhu and/or Diem. They
can obviously be useful allies, but your own authoritative discussion of
these issues seems to us indispensable.
Rusk
‘See Document
63.
‘In telegram
341 to Saigon, September
6, the Department
of State informed
the
Embassy that Senator Frank Lausche, Chairman
of the Far Eastern Subcommittee
of the
Foreign
Relations
Committee,
publicly
supported
and concurred
with the sentiments
expressed
in the President’s
interview
of September
2 that oppression
of the Buddhists
in Vietnam
was not an answer to that country’s
critical situation
and grave problems.
In
telegram
356 to Saigon, September
7, the Department
reported
that Senator
Frank
Church had introduced
a nonbinding
sense of the Senate resolution
calling for a cut-off
of U.S. aid to South Vietnam
unless the Diem government
introduced
drastic reforms.
(Both in Department
of State, Central Files, POL 1 S WET) The text of the proposed
Church resolution
is in telegram
392 to Saigon, September
12. (Ibid., AID (US) S VIET)
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Telegram From the Department
Vietnam ’

of State to the Embassy in

Washington, September 6, 1963-7:43

p.m.

349. Eyes only. Re para. 5 Deptel348.’
1. It has been decided to make an intensive effort to obtain at first
hand information on attitudes toward GVN held by wide spectrum of
populace. It is desired to determine trends in opinion since May 8 and
what feelings are now. Maj. Gen. Krulak, USMC, and FSO-2 Joseph
A. Mendenhall departing today, Sept. 6, to participate in this effort to
poll opinion in as short a time as possible. Proposed questions to elicit
information
required septel. 3 Krulak will coordinate his efforts with
MACV and Mendenhall
will with Embassy. It is not intended that
Mendenhall’s
effort impinge or supplant Embassy’s efforts in this
field, particularly provincial reporting section.
2. Mendenhall plans spend one day Saigon and one day Hue and
provinces. Please arrange transportation and notify Helble, including
purpose of trip. Mendenhall also should talk with provincial reporters.
(Mendenhall
holds Diplomatic
Passport 18608, issued June 4, 1959
and valid for travel Viet-Nam, but no entry visa. Request Embassy
obtain entry visa Saigon and provide Mendenhall travel advance and
any other assistance needed.)
3. To supplement these efforts and cover as wide range of opinion
as possible it is desired that Mecklin and Phillips USOM utilize USIS
and USOM field facilities and personnel respectively to parallel effort
of Krulak and Mendenhall.
It is possible that Mecklin and perhaps
Phillips will be asked to return with Krulak and Mendenhall
for a
personal report.
4. In addition to above, Harkins should see Thuan to determine if
his views have changed since last conversation, and Lodge may desire
see Vice President Tho.
Rusk
’ Source: Department of State, Central Files, POL 1 S MET-US.
Drafted by Koren and Hilsman.
’ Supra.

3 Document 73.
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to the Department

Saigon, September 7, 1963-2

p.m.

434. CINCPAC for POLAD-exclusive
for Admiral Felt. Eyes only
for Secretary. Herewith report of meeting from 6 to 8:15 p.m. Friday’
between [less than 1 line not declassified] and Nhu.
1. [less than 1 line not declassified] stressed the urgent crisis created
by the situation in US Senate described in Hilsman’s no. 335 3 to me.
They explained that passage of a resolution described in the telegram
would be an irreversible action and would commit every Senator
voting for it to vote against further appropriations.
2. They think Nhu was shaken by this news which evidently he
had not expected. Nhu said he had expected me to come back, apparently, “to negotiate” with him about his resignation. [less than 1 line
not declassified] said that there was nothing for me to negotiate; that I,
from a background of 25 years in US public life, had given my very
best advice, which was for him to leave the country immediately
for
six months. It was up to him to take the advice or to reject it. There
was nothing to haggle over.
3. Then came a long tirade by Nhu who lost his usual impassive
composure and walked up and down. Some of his statements were:
a. “I’m the winning horse-they
should bet on me. Why do they
want to finish me? I want to be-not
the adviser to Pres. Diem-but
the adviser to Henry Cabot Lodge.
b. “I may leave the country after a month and what if 100 Strategic Hamlets go over to the Communists while I am away?
c. “I am alarmed by what’s going on in the Armed Forces. If I
leave, the Armed Forces will take over the government. ‘Ces grenouillards’ (which I translate as “these schemers” or ‘these contrivers’) of
the CIA and USIS will sabotage the war effort.”
FYI: This is first admission I have seen that Army was worrying
him. Nhu also said he was burning his papers.
4. Madame Nhu is to leave on Monday4 -for a two or three
months “rest” in Europe.
5. Nhu stressed he would not consider leaving country, but would
formally resign without retaining any connection with Strategic Hamlets. After a “number of months” had gone by he might consider
leaving for a period of 3 or 4 months. When he did resign he would
1 Source: Department
of State, Central
Received at 3:02 a.m. Repeated
to CINCPAC.
’ September
6.
’ Document
63.
4 September
9.

Files, POL 15 S VIET. Secret; Immediate.
Passed to the White House and CIA.
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not deny that he had been kicked out. He would also consider any
piece of legislation which would help to appease Buddhists, deal with
Decree Law 10 and rebuild pagodas,
Comment: Believe it was good tactics for [less than 1 line not
declassified] to see Nhu without me, as they obviously have no axe to
grind. Am sure Nhu will not leave, but am also sure that news in
Hilsman’s telegram has shaken him. Planning Monday meeting with
Diem, using Hilsman telegram, Deptel no. 331’ on situation in UN
and anything else you may send me on Vietnamese interest in Congress.
Lodge
’ In telegram 331, September 5, the Department of State informed the Embassy in
Saigon that the Afro-Asian bloc in the United Nations had reouested inscriotion of the
Buddhist issue in South Vietnam as an “urgent and importan?’ item on th’e upcoming
General Assembly agenda. The Department instructed the Embassy to inform the Diem
government that unless “far-reaching and well publicized steps towards settlement of
the outstanding issues with the Buddhists” were taken, South Vietnam could expect
substantive debate on the issue and a condemnatory resolution. If the South Vietnamese
did not implement reforms, the United States would not oppose a resolution calling on
the Republic of Vietnam to respect the principles of religious freedom and human rights.
(Department of State, Central Files, SOC 14-1 S VIET)

