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On 4 September, Conein was summoned by Brigadier General Ton That
binh, Military Governor of 'Saigon'under martial law, whose direct command
of troops in the capital area made him indispensable to the success of a coup.
Conein found him in an "exultant, ranting, raving mood," flanked by body­
guards whose submachine guns pointed at Conein even during the luncheon
phase of the four-hour session. Dinh described himself as the man of the hour
who would save Vietnam from Communism and who could kill or kidnap
anyone in Saigon, including-should there be a move to accommodate the
Communists-Diem himself. Dinh violently accused John Mecklin, USIS
chief in Saigon, of being a Communist, and rushed around the room, gesticu­
lating wildly at maps on the wall and insisting that the city was surrounded by
Communists. 6D

Dinh's behavior grew more aggressively erratic, as he first demanded to
know whether Conein had been plotting against him, then suddenly grabbed
the telephone, called Mrs. Conein, and complimented her on her opportunity
to converse with the military governor of Saigon. Dropping the phone, he
ordered an aide to rush tlowers to the Conein home. Another mood swing fol­
lowed, with Dinh reproaching Conein for not having made contact since
Dinh's elevation to his current post. Conein said he had tried, only to be told
by an aide that Dinh was busy, Dinh forthwith summoned the aide, reviled him
for his dereliction, and for emphasis spat at the officer's feet. Conein, who had
known Dinh for years, described his personality as totally changed and the
four-hour harangue as even more disjointed and incoherent than might appear
from his report. He thought Dinh might need little if any provocation to try to
seize power in South Vietnam.70
Reprisal Against RichardsonD

This episode was followed by a social gathering at Conein's home that pro­
vided the first indication of Lodge's intent to punish John Richardson for his
perceived obstruction of a coup. Conein was almost as well connected with
the press as with the Vietnamese military, and on 6 September he hosted a din­
ner attended by several foreign correspondents, including Joseph Alsop. Also
present was Lodge aide Lieutenant Colonel Michael Dunn, who during the
course of the evening announced that Lodge had "chewed out" John Richard­
son for "disobeying orders" and would soon have him replaced. As Conein
later recalled it, Richardson was not the only one about to leave; Dunn also
named General Harkins and one or two others as on their way out.80

6 Si\IG 061X,4 September 1963,LI _
71birl.D
K John H. Richardson, MemorandulIl for the Record, "Conversation with Mr. Frank Wisner,
14 October 1963,"1 ISAIG 1434,5 October
1%3,1 1Conein interview, 19 February 1992·D
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A week later, Alsop (staying in Saigon as the Ambassador's house guest)
invited Richardson to lunch, during which he pronounced Diem and Nhu
insane. Richardson tried to moderate this view, but later judged the effort as
"in no way successful." On the same day, 13 September, Lodge wrote to Rusk
asking him to get the President to approve dispatching Major GeneralEdward
Lansdale "to take charge, under my supervision, of all US relationships with a
change of government here." Lansdale would need a staff, he added, and
should replace Richardson as chief of the CIA Station. 9D

DCI John McCone discussed the matter with the President and the NSC's
Executive Committee on 17 September, where a consensus emerged that
Lodge's demand for a new COS should be honored. But McCone drew the line
at Lansdale, and McGeorge Bundy acknowledged CIA's "unalterable opposi­
tion." McCone argued that it was not merely Agency experience with Lansdale .
that made him unacceptable; rather, Lansdale's close association with Diem
would make his return to Saigon positively detrimental to US interests unless
the object were to seck an understanding with Diem and Nhu using Lansdale as
a "friend in court." Inasmuch as at the same meeting the President authorized
increasing Lodge's authority to give him more "leverage" over the Palace, no
one defended using Lansdale in this way, and the proposal died. 10D

If Lodge could not have Lansdale, he could and did contest the Station's
access to the Ngo brothers. Ostensibly skeptical of Richardson's responsive­
ness to policy guidance, but probably more concerned to defy McCone, he
explicitly prohibited further meetings between the COS and Ngo Dinh Nhu.
McCone responded by telling McGeorge Bundy that he proposed a total
restructuring of the Saigon Station. He would send a new staff, under orders to
preserve its anonymity, and in so doing maintain discreet contact with the Ngo
brothers.110

Bundy correctly saw this ploy as aimed at Lodge, and defended the Ambas­
sador's right to determine whom the Mission-including the Station-would
or would not see. Meanwhile, Richardson's support at Headquarters was
surely not enhanced by stories in the American press on CIA operations in
Vietnam. On 16 September, Richardson responded to a Headquarters call for

• SAIG 0884, 13 September 1963. letter from Lodge to
Rusk, FRUS 1961-63, IV, Vietnam, August-December 1963.p, 205.
10 Johu A. Mcflone, Memorandum for the Record. "Discussion-Secretary Rusk's conference
ruolll-lIlesday cvcning-6:00 p.m.-16 September 1963" 18 September 1963,I I
I I

11 Walter Elder, "John A. McCoue as Director ofCcntrallntelligence," revised 1973 version, His-
tory Slaff Job 8701032R, Box 4, Pl'. 276-277 (quoted in Mary S. McAuliffe. "John A. McConc as
Director of Central Intelligence, 1961-1965," draft manuscript, History Staff, 1994).0
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ibetter security, apologizing for what he implicitly acknowledged were leaks
from inside the Station to David Halberstam and UPI's Neil Sheehan. Three
days later, McCone wrote to Lodge, repeating his objection to Lansdale, but
agreeing, if Lodge insisted, to find a replacement for Richardson. J2D
Backing and FiIlillgD

Meanwhile, amid these distractions, the Station tried to follow develop­
ments on the Vietnamese side. General Khiem reported to Al Spera about
increased concern that Nhu might negotiate with the North, and about the gen­
erals' demands for positions in the Cabinet. He also recounted a claim by the
mercurial General Dinh that Dinh had reported to Nhu an offer of 20 million
piasters by an American official to overthrow Diem. This sort of backbiting
and miscommunication seems to have characterized the entire enterprise on
the Vietnamese side. General Tran Van Don, one of the plotters and an impor­
tant Conein informant, later disparaged Khiem and Khanh, who were at first
treated by the Station as the key conspirators: Khiem was "flighty" and unreli­
able, while Khanh was "the complete opportunist.. .and highly deceitful."
Dinh, on thc other hand, was one of the rebel group's "stalwarts." As the plan­
ning proceeded, Conein was continually startled by the conspirators' igno­
rance of each other's activity.J30

As September wore on, some US officials came to share General Khiem's
anxiety that Ngo Dinh Nhu might make some kind of accommodation with the
North. Probably seeking to intimidate his American critics, Nhudid speculate
on that topic in an interview with the ubiquitous Joseph Alsop. The French
also acknowledged talking with Nhu about it. It was widely believed that
Southern gains against the Viet Cong could make a negotiated settlement
attractive to Hanoi. At this point, many US officials in both Washington and
Saigon, taking at face value inflated Vietnamese statistics, saw continued
progress in the war in the countryside. 14D

John Richardson was one of these. Having dutifully responded to Colby's
enthusiasm for a coup d'etat during the last week in August, he wrote in mid­
September that the "shooting war was still going ahead well," and that the

12 SAIG 0916, 16 September 1963,
Lodge, 19 September 1963, pp. 1_!,3,,--------------.J'-"'--=:.=.::.::...:.::l,..

"McCone," MCAuliffe, ed., p. 277\-J- _

" SAIG 0940, 17 September 1963, Tran Van Don, Our
Endless War: Inside Victflall/ (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1978), PI'. 93-95; Concin interview,
19 February 19920
14 ruus. 1961-63. IV. Yietnam, August-December 1963, PI'. 295, 326.0
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political crisis was affecting it less than might have been expected. This mes­
sage apparently helped consolidate an impression in Washington, at least at
the working level, that Richardson uncritically shared General Harkins' per­
ception of continuing military progress. When President Kennedy ordered
Defense Secretary McNamara and JCS Chairman Taylor to Saigon on
23 September for another attempt to determine Diem's prospects, someone in

. McNamara's office advised CIA that Lansdale had urged the Secretary to see
village defense leader Father Hoa in Camau, plus Secretary of State Nguyen
Dinh Thuan and Vice President Tho. The purpose would be "to find out what
is really going on, probably at variance with what Jocko [Richardson] and
Harkins have been reporting."lsD

Headquarters' main concern at this point was not, however, the balance of
forces in the countryside but the Station's relationship with the Ambassador.
Guidance to the Station reflected the administration's decision to beef up the
Ambassador's leverage with the Saigon government. On 19 September, Head­
quarters authorized the Station, subject to Lodge's wishes, to continue funding
those activities "directly and substantially contributing to the war effort" and
to "withhold payments for any units or activities engaged in repressive activi­
ties or otherwise politically sensitive"; this explicitly included those ofthe so­
called civilian airborne rangers based in Saigon. 16D

The disillusionment produced by the collapse of the August coup persisted,
as DCM Trueheart told Richardson that Washington wanted to be sure the
Mission did not find itself "inadvertently involved in sparking or cranking up
a coup." Richardson pointed out in this context that the "nine points" endors­
ing and even encouraging a coup that his men had conveyed to the generals in
late August had never been rescinded; for all the COS knew, the conspirators
still thought they had US support. 17D

Whether for its own purposes or in response to American pressure to
remove the Nhus, the Palace now announced that Madame Nhu would travel
to Europe and the United States. Assuming that she would look up her old
friends the Harwoods in Paris, Headquarters asked them to try persuading her
to tone down her advocacy of the regime and to postpone her visit to the US.
Instead, in her customarily willful way, she commandeered the Harwoods to

I~ SAIG 0998, 18 September 1963; undated informal memorandum from the Office of the Secre-
tary of Defense to C!FE Attention Mr. Gregg/Mr. Potter; both inl I

I IThe note, signed by "Frank," was probably written just before
McNamara's <Icparttlre for Vietnam on 23 September 1963.0 '
"1 119 September 1963, ibid.• Box 1.0
17 Richardsou memorandum to McCone, "Chronology of Events," 28 September 1963.0
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help her edit a letter to Vice President Johnson appealing for continued US
support. She seemed not to recognize that Paul Harwood would have to report
the incident to Headquarters. ISO

As McNamara and Taylor prepared to leave for Saigon, Headquarters
instructed the Station to maintain its objectivity, and to abstain from advocating
any particular solution. There must have been continuing controversy in Wash­
ington over the US Mission's conduct during the failed coup of late August, as
this message was preceded by a curt requirement fromMcflone for a "buttoned
down, unequivocal, and indisputable timetable of the events and discussion
with Trueheart and the Ambassador." Colby, whom McCone was sending with
the ExComm party, would handcarry the reply to Washington. 19D

Colby hoped to see a wide range of Vietnamese, in the Palace and among
the generals, in addition to various agents and Station liaison contacts. His
purposes were imprecise: "to exert influence, make possible openings, or give
some assurances for future action, both on the Diem-Nhu side and among cer­
tain figures who might serve as alternatives." Lodge had already suspended
Station contacts with Nhu, and he now vetoed this proposal; Colby would
have no contacts with Vietnamese. 2°D

The Station did, however, make one working-level contact with the conspir­
ators during the course of the Taylor-McNamara visit. Acting on General
Minh's instructions to keep open the conspirators' communications with the
Americans, Khiem invited AI Spera to see him on 26 September. He talked
about growing VC strength around Saigon as an incentive for Diem to give the
generals more authority to cope with the threat; he purported to think that
Diem might now be ready to restrict the role of Ngo Dinh Nhu. The Station
said rather bleakly, "we do not share Khiem's belief' that Diem would curb
Nhu. Indeed, if Diem took seriously the work of his own intelligence organs,
he had other things to worry about on a day when the chief of his Special
Police was reporting that the US had targeted Diem for assassination: "An
assistant to the chief of the American CIA and about fifty sabotage and assas­
sination experts had been in Saigon for over three months."21D

Harwood inter­
L.--;7";;-;-~""--'------'------------'

nd SArG 1290,28 September 1963,both in ibid.D
,,"'S:-:A"7JC"'",""7,"'22'""2""',""26";""",S::-e-p-tc-m7b-el--:'1"'9""63=-'; "Sequence of CAS Contacts," 23 October 1963;both in ibid.;
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The Resumption of ActiveConspiracyD

An accidental meeting between Conein and General Tran Van Don at the
Saigon airport on 2 October sparked the resumption of an active Station role
in preparations for a coup. Don asked Conein to come see him in Nha Trang,
and after checking with the Station and DCM Trueheart, Conein flew there the
same day. Upon his arrival, Don announced that the generals now had a plan
for the overthrow of Diem which General Minh wanted to discuss with
Conein. Lodge later agreed to this, but required Conein, if asked whether the
"nine points" were still valid, to say he did not knoW. 22D

Conein saw Minh alone in Saigon for a little over an hour on 5 October.
Asking, in effect, about those nine points, Minh said that he must know the US
position on a change of government. He explicitly repudiated the notion that
the war effort could be separated from the performance of the government,
saying that popular alienation from the Diem regime was leading toward a
Viet Cong victory. Minh identified some of the other coup planners, mention­
ing Khiem but not Khanh, and said neither he nor any of the others-here he
made a joking exception of Ton That Dinh-had any political ambition.PD

The conspirators did not expect any American action to support a coup,
Minh told Conein, but they needed assurances that the lJS would also not
move to thwart them. Finally, Minh wanted a promise of continued economic
and military aid at the existing level, which he put at $1.5 million per day.
Conein was noncommittal, promising only to convey Minh's requests to his
superiors, and Minh proceeded to outline three approaches to removing the
Ngo family. One-"the easiest"-called for assassinating Ngo Dinh Nhu and
Ngo Dinh Can while keeping Diem in office. The others involved military
action, or the threat of action, against the 5,500 troops in Saigon that Minh
thought loyal to the Palace. Again, Conein made no comment, and Minh went
on to voice his concerns about Khiem's loyalty and the danger of a "catastro­
phe" if regimental officers attempted an unsuccessful coup. Minh ended the
meeting with assurances that he understood Conein's present inability to com­
mit himself and said he would be back in touch.240

With these two meetings, Lou Conein became the exclusive channel of
communication between the US Government and the rebellious generals, who
made it clear that he was their interlocutor of choice. Perhaps they wanted to
improve security by reducing the contact points. Or they may have had doubts

21 SAIG 1385, printed in FRUS 1961-63. Iv, Vietnam. August-December 1963. pp. 354-3550
SAIG 1389. 4 October 1963, and "Sequence of CAS Contacts." both inl J

1 IConein intervr=-ie-,,-w,-,.1:.::.9-=.F.:::eb::.::r=.:ua::.,IY'-..I::.::9..:.;92::.:·DL-J-- ----,
" SAIG 1445.5 October 1963~ I
"lbid·D
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about Spera, after his uncoordinated approach to Tran Thien Khiem in late
August. But Conein would in any case have been a natural for the role, as he
had known some of the generals since 1945, when he joined the ass team in
Hanoi after the Japanese surrender. 2sD

Conein had been born and raised in France and served briefly in the Foreign
Legion. Early in World War II, he moved to the US where he joined the US
Army and was assigned to the OSS in 1943. When theOSS wanted to set up
in Hanoi, Conein's native proficiency in French got him named to the team.
The young lieutenant made friends among the junior Vietnamese officers
serving the French; one of these was Tran Van Don, who became his principal
contact during the conspiracy to unseat Ngo Diem." In 1954, he returned as a
member of Edward Lansdale's Saigon Military Station, and began a third tour
in Vietnam when DDP Richard Bissell sent him back in 1961 to reactivate his
military contacts. 27D

More action-oriented than reflective, Conein would not have been the Sta­
tion's first choice to represent the US Government in negotiating something as
important as bringing down the government of an allied country. But the gen­
erals had been explicit about their preference, and the Station proceeded to do
what it could to prevent misunderstandings. Given the ambiguous attitude of
both sides. after the debacle of late August, this required meticulous supervi­
sion of the Conein channel, and Richardson charged DCOS Dave Smith with
keeping things Oil track. The DCOS began hy briefing Conein before each
contact and then took his reports. Concerned that conviviality with old friends
might interfere with accurate communication, Smith also instructed Conein to
go on the wagon for thy duration of the crisis." D
The Departure of John RichardsonD

While Conein was seeing "Big Minh" on 5 October, John Richardson was
leaving Saigon. ostensibly for consultations in Washington. But Lodge had
exercised his prerogative, and a successor was on the way. Two days earlier,
the COS had delivered an acerbic cable from McCone to Lodge. It summa­
rized a Richard Starnes article in the Washington Daily News which claimed

" Smith interview, 6 October 1992; Lucien Conein, interview by Thomas L. Ahern, tajJe record­
ing, Mcl.enn, VA, 24 June 1992 (hereafter cited as Conein interview, 24 June 1992).D
'6 While in Hanoi, Conein met Vo Nguyen Giap and Ho Chi Minh. Giap once treated him to a
five-hour disquisition on the theory and practice of revolution. Ho was at the time concentrating
on winning the Americansaway from their support of the French. 1n these efforts, he emanated an
aura or sincerity und personal commitment that even the rough-spoken and somewhat cynical
COlicin found "mesmerizing." Conein interview. 24 June 1992.0
" Concin interview, 24 June 1992.Q
"Smith interview, GOctober 19928 .
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that an "arrogant CIA" in Vietnam had defied Lodge, causin~ a "dramatic con­
frontation" between Richardson and the Ambassador. Attributing his informa­
tion to a "very high American official here... who has spent much of his life in
the service of democracy," Starnes described the Station as "totally unac­
countable" and claimed that local State and military officials were complain­
ing of CIA involvement in policymaking and its dabbling in military
operations. Choosing to ignore the correspondence on the subject in Septem­
ber, McCone said, "It is my understanding from McNamara [who had just
returned from Saigon] that a change in our Chief of Station is advisable and if
you feel this way I would appreciate your advising me promptly of your
wishes and the reasons for them. I have great confidence in Richardson."29D

McCone went on to point out that Lodge's recent correspondence shared
Richardson's cautious attitude toward a coup. He asked what the Ambassador
thought of the "incredible charges... attributed to 'every State Department
aide,''' especially since there had been no hint of these from the "dozen or so
missions that have visited Saigon during my two years in office, including my
own trip in June of last year." Discussing McCone's message with the COS,
Lodge said that he accepted the falsity of all Starnes' charges and assured
Richardson of his personal and professional esteem. He acknowledged their
differences of opinion but said he wanted no yes-men around him. Neverthe­
less, he continued, he had heard increasing criticism of the Agency from the
US military and thought that Richardson's liaison with the maligned Ngo
Dinh Nhu had created "atmospheric disadvantages." He implied that the COS
had burned out in a demanding job and made it clear that he wanted a change.
But he also exploited the liaison with Nhu one last time when he instructed the
COS to see Nhu with a message sent by HUsman in CIA channels. 3oD

Richardson apparently accepted Lodge's assurances of good faith, telling
Headquarters he had no idea where Starnes obtained his material. To McCone,
the Starnes article and other bad press in Vietnam and the US looked like an
orchestrated campaign against the Agency. He told Richardson to expect a
cable from Counterintelligence Staff Chief James Angleton asking for "spe­
cific information he wishes from you bearing upon Soviet foreign intelligence
services' continuing efforts to destroy CIA, as he believes many reporters and
the Times of Vietnam are either witting or unwitting accomplices in this
effort."31D

29
1 I I

'0 SAlC 1378,3 October 1963, and.SAIG 1397.4 October 1963, both ibid. Hilsman's message
has not beenfoundD-
" SAIG 1397.andL-J3 October 1963,ibid.D
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In fact, and regardless of any Soviet agents in the American or Vietnamese
press, the affair clearly originated in the Embassy. In late October, CIA Exec­
utive Director Lyman Kirkpatrick interviewed Kenneth Hansen, a Bureau of
the Budget official who had been in Saigon at the'time of Richardson's depar­
ture. Hansen had seen the Starnes article there and said that "it was an accu­
rate reflection of what was being said in Saigon at the time and what Lodge
had said to him" at their first meeting. Lodge, who Hansen understood had not
yet found time for a briefing on Station programs, asserted that Richardson
was "improperly dealing with Nhu who was the opposition." Lodge said that
the COS was resisting the turnover to MACV of his paramilitary operations,
and that the Station "acted on its own initiative without coordination and with­
out any control from either the Ambassador or Washington."32D

Whether Lodge's complaints caused or merely reflected "what was being
said in Saigon at the time" remains unclear. As we have seen, his aide, Dunn,
was already quoting him to the press in early September. But the Hansen inter­
view established that Lodge's comportment encouraged the campaign against
Richardson and the Agency, whether or not the Ambassador was the source of
the Starnes article.330

Tightening the ScrewsD

In the midst of this internecine conflict, McGeorge Bundy at the White
House made the Station the exclusive instrument of an "urgent covert
effort...to identify and build contacts with possible alternative leadership."
The Ambassador should personally brief new Acting Chief of Station David
Smith and receive his reports directly. Lodge and Smith were also consulting,
at this point, on General Minh's demands for an unequivocal US stand on the
generals' plan to force a change in government. Smith reported having recom­
mended to Lodge that "we not set ourselves irrevocably against the
assassination plot, since the other two alternatives mean either a bloodbath in
Saigon or a protracted struggle which could rip the Army and the country
asunder."34D

n Lyman B. Kirkpatrick, Memorandum for the Director, "Discussion with Kenneth Hansen of the
Bureml of the Budgel Oil the Situation in Saigon at the Time of His Visit," 24 October 1963,D
I I
" The Station also suspected Rufus Phillips, who became a bitter critic of the Diem regime during
its last numths of complaining to the press about 9A for its failure to terminate all su art to
Colonel Tnng and the Vietnamese Special Forces. SAIG 1434, 5 October 1963''-:-:,...-_::r--,-
I IKirkpatrick memorandum, "Discussion with Kenneth Hansen."
3,' CAP 63650, 5 October 1963, FRUS, 1961-63, Iv, Vietnam. August-December 1963, p. 379;
SAIG 1447,5 October 1963,1 1
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Headquarters promptly countermanded this suggestion, telling Smith to
advise the Ambassador that he was withdrawing it on McCone's instructions,
because "we"-not further specified-could not actively condone assassina­
tion without "engaging our responsihility" for it. Meanwhile, Lodge had told
State that he wanted to promise Minh that the US would not try to prevent a
coup, and would continue aid to a government 'capable of mobilizing its peo­
ple against the Viet Congo He would avoid dealing with the assassination
option b~greeing to review Minh proposals "other than assassination
plans." 35U

Still looking for ways to bring Diem to heel, the State Department now
detailed the sanctions that Lodge should apply in order to generate political
reforms and to intensify military action against the Viet Congo For CIA, this
meant suspending aid to Colonel Thng's forces "in or near Saigon." Lodge
apparently thought flus should apply to all the Station's paramilitary forces.
The question was further muddied by Washington's insistence on seeing Colo­
nel Thng's forces put under JGS control. On 7 October, after Smith asked for
guidance, Colby told him to take into account the planned transfer of Station
paramilitary units to MACV. Apparently wanting to avoid an imbroglio with
Lodge over resources soon to be lost to the military, Colby advised Smith to
refrain from "vigorous presentation" of his arguments for continued fundin~
the Station's paramilitary units and for their exemption from JOS contro1. 36U

On 9 October, a State message in CIA channels confirmed Lodge's author­
ity to tell the generals the US would not try to defeat a change of government
that promised more effective prosecution of the war. The message also poi­
gnantly illustrated the dilemma created by the desire to know the content of
the conspirators' plans without becoming identified with their actions. Conein
was instructed to tell General Minh that Washington needed "detailed infor­
mation clearly indicating that Minh's plans offer a high prospect of success."
But at the same time, the Mission should "avoid being drawn into reviewing
or advising on operational plans" or in any way associating the US with a
change of government. Washington also worried about leaks, and Lodge's
reply noted that he and Smith were considering State's proposal that they
bring in someone less well known than Conein to deal with the generals. 37D

~;;-;-;::;-;-=:-;-;;-::o-..,-;--! in FRUS, 1961-63. IV, Vietnam, August-December 1963. PI'. 393--
394; SAIG 1572. 10 October 1963,1 I
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. On 11 October, Headquarters made it official: Richardson would not return
to Saigon. Lodge reacted by telling Smith that he wanted the ACOS to take
over. This prompted an anxious cable from Smith telling Headquarters that he
was not maneuvering for the job and that he had assured Lodge that Head­
quarters would send someone else. On the operational level Smith was already
preoccupied with a collection effort designed to meet Bundy's requirement of
5 October. His schedule of proposed contacts drew,a nervous rejoinder from
Colby, who thought that "pregnant probes" of oldline oppositionists entailed
more risks than they were worth. The Station replied with assurances of its
discretion, and the next Headquarters communication on coup coverage com­
plained not about security but about the quantitative decline in Mission and
Station reporting. 38D

Contributing to reduced Station reporting was the suspension, mandated by
Lodge, of Station contact with Ngo Dinh Nhu. The extent to which this quar­
antine may have affected Nhu's attitude cannot be known, but on 17 October
he gave a defensive interview to the Times of Vietnam. Careful to maintain a
statesmanlike tone, he recalled that he and CIA officials "had been working
marvelously together in ... the 'winning program"'-the Strategic Hamlet pro­
gram-and speculated that only upon orders from their superiors had these
officials incited the Buddhists to revolt. Nhu claimed to know the identities of
six CIA agents engaged in this subversion, but hedged when asked if he would
reveal them to a UN team scheduled to investigate the government's response
to Buddhist unrest. Although he never made specific accusations he probably
had indications of US collusion with the generals, in addition to the fantasy
reporting from GVN security that alleged the presence of 50 Agency assassins
in Saigon. 39D

Nhu's failure to expose or arrest any of the real conspirators or their Ameri­
can contacts suggests that the operational security measures that Headquarters
had continually urged on the Station were serving their purpose. But the inef­
ficiencies created by these measures also contributed to tbe persisting uncer­
tainty about the generals' aptitude for conspiracy and even their seriousness of
purpose. One such instance arose when a courier designated by General Don
told Conein on 16October that at General Harkins' reception on 18 October
eiLher Minh or Don would ask Lodge to confirm that Conein spoke with his
authority. Both Minh and Don attended, but neither mentioned Conein to the

"'AlO 1657, L2 00«>"" 1963, SAIG I"', 14 0",0"" 1963,~
SAIG 1769, 17 October 1963, and SAIG 1849,21 October 1963, a In 1 i
'9 FIWS, 1961-63, IV, Vietnam, August-December 1963, pp. 416-418. .
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Ambassador. DOli later claimed that the presence of too many MACV staff
people had prevented him and Minh from raising the question, but in the
meantime the two generals' reticence only intensified the confusion.40D

On the day of Harkins' reception, ACOS Smith and Brigadier General
Richard Stilwell of MACV visited Secretary of State Nguyen DiOO Thuan to
announce that the US was terminating military and CIA support for Vietnam­
ese Special Forces units in the Saigon area; payments to units in the field
would henceforth bypass Colonel Tung's headquarters. Three days later, on
21 October, they gave the same message directly to Tung who claimed to be
hearing of this for the first time. Tung at first angrily threatened to dissolve
several units if compelled to put them under JGS command. But he then
acknowledged that he lacked the authority to do this, and the Americans sug­
gested that he might do better to ask President Diem to raise the matter of
command lines with Ambassador Lodge.41D

A New Interlocutor and Crossed SignalsD

At this point, with no explanation, Tran Van Don replaced Tran Thien
Khiem as the dissident generals' primary contact with the Station. On
23 October, Don summoned Conein to JGS for a meeting that revealed poor
security on the Vietnamese side and crossed signals on the American. In an
agitated state, Don described how General Harkins had the day before given
him "cease and desist" orders with respect to coup planning. A colonel on
Dan's staff, Nguyen Khuong, had just advised an American officer that the
Army would move against Diem on or about 27 October. When'word of this
reached Harkins, he called in General Don to insist that, with the War going
well, this was no time for a COUp. 420

Don told Conein that word of Khuong's approach had reached the Palace,
which had reacted by prolonging the current field operations of two units
essential to the coup, the 5th and 7th Divisions. With the entire enterprise in
jeopardy, Don demanded an unequivocal statement of US intentions. Conein
repeated his rather ambiguous guidance to the effect that the US "would not
thwart a change of government or deny economic and military assistance" to a
new government capable of winning popular support and improving the war
effort and "working relationships with the US." For his part, Don wanted

.0 "Sequence of CAS Contacts," 23 October 1963;SAIG 1896, 23 October 1963,1I I I L..-__-'

41 Smith interview, 6 October 1992; FRUS, 1961~3, IV, Vietnam, August-December 1963, pp.
403-405,424-425; David Smith, CSHP 57, The Vietnam Coup d'Etat ofNovember 1963 and its
lipumatlt (hereafter cited as CSHP 57), p. 12.D
" SAIG 1896.D
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Conein to assure Lodge that Khuong did not speak for the generals, and would
be disciplined. 430

Conein challenged Don to prove that a coup committee or any coup plans
actually existed. Don insisted that preparations were well advanced and prom­
ised to ask the committee's authority to give Conein its political organization
plan. Anticipating approval, he arranged to meet Conein the next evening in
downtown Saigon. 440 '

Lodge lost no time in getting Harkins's version of the cautionary advice that
Don claimed to have received from him. Harkins admitted that Conein had
accurately reported Dan's statements, adding that his intention was to discour­
age approaches to his officers on political matters, and to focus attention on
pursuing the war effort. Lodge briefed Harkins on the 9 October cable from
Washington that had affirmed US willingness to acquiesce in a coup and
reminded the general that he had concurred, back on 5 October, when the
Ambassador proposed recommending this stance to the Department of State.
Harkins said he had thought the US "was not now in favor of a coup," and
Lodge repeated that he had instructions "from the highest levels" not to block
a change of government. Harkins apologized for his interference and promised
to withdraw his remarks to General Don. 450

Headquarters reacted to Conein's report with another exhortation to the Sta­
tion to protect itself against entrapment. It worried about the "fuzz and loose­
ness" of Don's coup committee, and about his ambiguous role on behalf of the
Diem government. I I

1-------,----
Meanwhile, Harkins had corrected the record with Don told Conein to

arrange a brief contact at Saigon airport at 0630 hours on 24 October. Don
said that Harkins had acknowledged inadvertently contravening a "presiden­
tial directive." Don volunteered to confirm personally to Lodge, when he saw
the Ambassador that evening, the committee's desire to deal exclusively with
Conein. Don then asked Conein to meet him later that day, in a dentist's office
in downtown Saigon. 470

The Ambassador's appointment schedule included no meeting with General
Don, and confusion on this point continued until that evening, when Don told

'l3
1hid'D.",Ihid .

." SAKi 1906, 23 October 1963,1,iii Ii.-cbicodor--r-----------

4'1 SAle; 1925, ibid.D
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Conein he had expected Lodge to be present at a session with MACV.48 With
respect to coup preparations, Don said at their evening session that the com­
mittee had refused on security grounds to turn over the promised political
organization plan to the Americans. It had, however, agreed to share with the
Ambassador its entire political and military planning two days before the
coup. Conein reminded Don that any US endorsement depended on a judg­
ment of the generals' plans, and Don repeated his promise, saying that the
committee would launch the coup not later than 2 November.49D

Don named some of the membership of the coup committee, including
Duong Van Minh, Pham Xuan Chieu, and Le Van Kim, but explicitly exclud­
ing Nguyen Khanh. He said Khanh was cooperating with the committee but
not a member of it, and would "take his orders like everybody else." As for III
Corps commander Ton That Dinh, he was "surrounded by committee mem­
bers" and would either "cooperate or be crushed." Conein then turned to the
committee's intentions regarding a new government, Don said it would be
entirely civilian. He expected it to free non-Communist political prisoners and
hold "honest elections." Political and religious freedom would be guaranteed,
and the new regime would be pro-Western, but "not a vassal of the United
States." Don promised to keep Conein fully informed, once the coup began,
but cautioned against any American effort like the one in 1960 to restrain the
generals from conclusive action. He assured Conein that the Ambassador
would be in no danger when he traveled with Diem to Dalat on 27 October,
but added that the committee now believed the "the entire Ngo family had to
be eliminated from the political scene in Vietnam."saD

4H The intensity of Washington's concern over the coup committee's authenticity and intentions is
reflected in the personal attention of President Kennedy to Station cables such as this. Defore Don
could clarify the matter, McGeorge Bundy cabled the Mission, using this anomaly and Don's ref­
erence to a presidential directive to support his suspicion that the whole thing was a provocation
by Nhu. Bundy seemed to overlook, in his anxiety, Harkins' confirmation of Don's account of
their meeting, which included Harkins' reference to a presidential directive. (See SAIG 1925;

I libid.)1l
"SAIG 1956,25 October 1963, ibid:[J
,olhid·D
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CHAPTER 14

Execution0

Conein's meetings with General Don on 23 and 24 October suggested that
the conspiracy against Diem had regained the momentum of late August. In
addition, a penetration of Tran Kim Tuyen's coup committee, whose leaders
included VC agent Pham Ngoc Thao [ I
reported that this group would attack the Palace as soon as the needed ammu­
nition and transport had been assembled. This reporting generated a flurry of
cables on 24 October which ended anticlimactically when Thao, contacted by
a Station officer, disavowed any immediate intention to act. The Station also
determined that Air Force Lieutenant Colonel Nguyen Cao Ky, on whom the
Thao-Lang group allegedly depended for air support, was stilI drinking beer
with American officers at 1500 hours.10

Helms now sent Smith a worried query about Conein. In addition to the
usual concerns about provocation and Station officers' personal safety, Helms
said that "some doubts [are] being expressed re Conein suitability for present
role." This probably reflected Bundy's doubts about the authenticity of CIA's
coup reporting, a question which Lodge was at that moment addressing in a
cable to the White House. CIA was being "punctilious" in carrying out ambas­
sadorial instructions, Lodge said, and while the Ambassador shared Bundy's
concern about Conein's preeminent role, there was no suitable substitrite.2D

More generally, Lodge tried on 25 October to allay Bundy's fears of a Nhu
provocation, saying that he believed the generals to be dealing with the US in
good faith. If not, CIA was "perfectly prepared to have me disavow Conein at
any time it may serve the national interest." Smith confirmed this in a cable to
Headquarters in which he also resisted Headquarters' earlier suggestion that
the Station secretly tape Conein's meetings: this, if discovered by Diem's

I FRUS, /96/-63. IV, Vietnam, August-December1963, pp.428-429. Tuyen, as noted earlier, had

a ) )roached former DCOSI I
2 and SAW 1964, both 25 October 1963, inlL- ----'
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security forces, would confirm official US involvement in the conspiracy. In
any case, Smith said, the Technical Services Division was unable to supply a
recorder small enough for the purpose. 3D

Smith replied separately to Helms with assurances that he recognized al1 the
dangers. But, he insisted, Conein's ability to read Don's sincerity constituted an
irreplaceable asset, especially now, when action seemed imminent. The ACOS
acknowledged, without specifying them, the "many advantages" to Nhu of a
provocation. But like Lodge, he minimized the probability that Nhu could use
General Don, let alone "Big Minh," as an instrument in such a ploy.4D

Lodge's telegram prompted another agonized Oval Office meeting, this
time with only the President, his brother the Attorney General, McNamara,
Bundy, and McCone present. When McNamara and McCone disagreed over
tile accuracy of Conein's reporting President Kennedy used the opening to ask
why the DCI looked unhappy with current policy. McCone did not miss this
opportunity to predict that even a successful coup would probably lead to "an
interregnum and a period of political confusion'v-eperhaps resulting in a sec­
ond coup-or the chance that the war itself might be lost in the interim.sD

President Kennedy heard McCone out and directed Bundy to cable Lodge
expressing, as McCone recorded it, "our concern over the situation ... [and] urg­
ing free and open talks with Diem." Bundy's five-sentence cable, as sent that
evening, read rather differently. It noted the President's concern that the US
would be blamed for a failed coup, and sought to reserve, if possible, "the
option of judging and warning on any plan with poor prospects of success.?" D

One plan with such prospects seemed to be that of Pham Ngoc Thao. On
25 October, Huynh Van Lang reported further on Thao's tortuous efforts to
mobilize ARVN support and to maintain the commitment of participants, like
General Khiem, whom he thought too timid. Thao had succeeded, he claimed,
in bringing a tank company into Saigon from the southern Mekong Delta.
Lang's report also emphasized the various conspirators' shifting and overlap­
ping alliances, saying that the exiled Can Lao chief Tran Kim Tuyen had put

6 Ihits IFRUS 1961·1963,1\\ Vietnam, August-December1963, p.
437.
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his own coup resources at Thao's disposition." Lang claimed also that the Mil­
itary Security Service was trying to deceive the Palace, feeding it false infor­
mation on coup plotting. 80

While the anti-Diem corispirators wove their various plots, Ngo Dinh Nhu
devised one of his own. As the Station later pieced it together, Nhu instructed
Dinh to prepare a raid on Saigon by units based outside the city. The apparent
insurrection, which was to include terrorist-style attacks on Americans, would
then be put down by loyal forces commanded by Nhu and Dinh. The. US
would then see that the alternative to Diem was anarchy and endorse the gov­
ernment's hard line against the Buddhists. But the dissident generals had
encouraged Dinh to request the Interior Ministry as a reward for his role in the
pagoda raids. As they expected, Diem turned him down, and wounded vanity
brought Dinh into their ranks before Nhu proposed his phony coup, which was
thus compromised from the start. 9D
Final Prepal'ationsD

On 27 October, General Don received Lodge's personal confirmation of
Conein's "bona fides." The two met at Tan Son Nhut airport in Saigon, where
ironically Lodge was about to take off with President Diem to visit the presi­
dential villa at the mountain resort of Dalat for what would prove to be fruit­
less discussions. Don emphasized the need for full Vietnamese control of the
affair and declined to say when a coup might begin. Lodge asked Don to keep
him informed, and in due course to furnish him the plans. Reporting all this to
Washington, the Ambassador added that only he and Smith would have access
to subsequent correspondence on the subject,IOD

Simultaneous visits to the same dentist on 28 October provided the cover
for the next meeting between Don and Conein. After pro forma ministrations,
the dentist withdrew to another part of the suite, and coup talk resumed. Don
acknowledged confirmation from Lodge of Conein's credentials and empha­
sized that all other dealings between Americans and Vietnamese on coup
arrangements should cease. Unable to determine what other dealings Don had
in mind, Conein turned to the US need for more information. Ostensibly on

7 The available evidence does not establish whether Thao, as an agent of Hanoi, intended to
promote a successful coup or was simply trying to intensify the prevailing confusion in order to
weaken to VC advantage whatever government emerged. (See Truong Nhu Tang, A Viet Cong
Memoir: All lnside AI:coullt of the Vietnam lVar and its Aftermath (Vintage Books, 1986), p. 51.D .
'SAIG 1977,26 October 1963'LI ---'
" CSHP57, pp. lfi-17.0
10 SA1G 2003, 28 October 1963j IEmbassy Saigon 805.
28 October 1963; FRUS. 1961-63.11\ Viell1am, August-December 1963, pp. 442--447.0
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in mind, Conein turned to the US need for more information. Ostensibly on
his own initiative, Conein asked Don to furnish the committee's plans in time
for Lodge to study them before his scheduled 31 October trip to Washington.
Don provided some order-of-battle information on the coup forces and
insisted that Lodge would eventually get the full plans-not 48 hours in
advance, as promised earlier. General Don could now offer only four bours'
notice. Nothing would happen in the next two days, but Conein should wait at
home starting in the evening on Wednesday, 30 October."D

Conein did get Don's agreement to tighter communications security. The
use of cutouts-Don's personal aide and a junior Station officer who lived in
Conein's neighborhood-and radio 'Would reduce the need for personal meet­
ings between the two principals. Meetings would take place at prearranged'
sites, avoiding; the participants' offices and homes. L I

I

Despite his injunction to Conein about unauthorized contacts, General Don
could not prevent uncoordinated approaches to the Mission. These seem to
have been directed almost exclusively to officers in the Station, which as
noted earlier had for years cultivated a variety of contacts in the non-Commu­
nist opposition. When on 28 October Dai Viet politician Bui Diem asked his
Station contact to confirm Conein's key role, the officer did so. Bui Diem
responded by proclaiming himself a possible alternative channel to the mili­
tary conspirators, should direct contact with them be disrupted. Another oppo­
sitionist, Dr. Dan Van Sung, spent the next evening describing to another
Station officer how he and his allies visualized the structure of a new govern­
ment and their role in it. J3D

Back in Washington, on 29 October, FE Division chief Bill Colby briefed
the NSC on the coup plans. His judgment that the pro- and anti-Diem forces
were roughly equal in st.rcngth provoked more argument among the Presi- .
dent's lieutenants about the wisdom of backing the plot. McNamara, Taylor,

" SAIG 2023.29 October 1963,1 1
12 SAIG 2042. 29 October 1963. ibid.; Stuart Methven, interview by Thomas L. Ahern. tape
recording. Clifton. VA, 17 June~ .
1.\ SAIG 2043, 29 October 1963, fRUS, 1961-63, Iv,
Vietnam, August-December 1963, pp. 488-490.0

SE'dmTllXl
/204

UNCLASSIFIED



co 1268718 UNCLASSIFIED

........ , ~..,.•.' ' _" ~.~ .•_~.•·····,_~·_··,·~····"'·I··~N _;. ~._..•.._ " _. ~ _..,~_ '•....•-"- - ••~ ••~ -:"'~..".,__ .,....__••""_.,.~ .

and McCone, now joined by Robert Kennedy, argued again that ousting Diem
was too risky. McCone reiterated his prediction that one coup would lead to
another and result in political chaos. 14D

President Kennedy asked for more information on the correlation of forces
and on the attitudes of Lodge and his team in Saigon. McGeorge Bundy wired
Lodge that evening that the Station's reporting on contacts with Don. Bui
Diem, and Sung had been "examined with care at highest levels," and that
Washington did not believe that "presently revealed plans give clear prospect
of quick results." Lodge should now share the plotting with General Harkins
and provide a "combined assessment of their views, along with those of
ACOS Smith.I.ID

Lodge's reply did not object to sharing information with Harkins. but took
vigorous exception to the President's idea of putting Harkins in charge during
the Ambassador's proposed absence. To do this, he thought, "would probably
be the end of any hope for a change of government here," Citing the new
order-or-battle information provided by the Station, Lodge expressed confi­
dence that the planned coup would succeed. He asserted that the US could not
delay or discourage itl I

I
That there was some basis for Lodge's apprehension about Harkins as coup

manager can be seen in the General's perplexed message to Maxwell Taylor
on the same day, 30 October. Harkins said he was aware that Don was
involved in coup planning. and that he could not understand why the generals
were talking to Conein and not to him, Early that evening. having seen and
refused to concur in Lodge's reply to Bundy, he cabled Taylor opposing US
participation in a coup without better evidence than he had seen that it would
succeed. Meanwhile, Smith was working on a request from Helms for an inde­
pendent assessment of the prospects for a successful coup. Avoiding any cate­
gorical prediction about the outcome of a coup. he replied that Diem seemed
unlikely to defeat the VC "in the foreseeable future." and that his regime had
"diminishing chances of survival." 170

14 Bromley Smith, "Memorandum of a Conference with the President. White Honse, Washington,
October 29, 1963,4:20 p.m.... 29 October 1963, FRUS 1961-1963, IV, Vietnam, August- Decem­
ber 1963, pp. 468-471; McCone. Memorandum for the Record. "Notes on Meeting at 4:00, Cabi­
net Room, re South Viet Num,' 29 October 1963,I I
" Bundy cable 10 Lodge in CIA channels (cable number not declassified), 29 October 1963,
FlWS, 1961-63, 1\\ Vietnam, August-December 1963, p. 5000
16 Ibid; SAlG 2063, 30 October 1963,1 ----'!This is a sani-

tized version in FRUS, 1961-63 IV. Vietnam Au ust-December 1963, pp. 484-88.0
17 Ibid., )1.479-481,499; and SAIG 2080,30 October 1963, both
in.L..... ---'
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While Headquarters and the Station struggled to identify pro-Diem and pro­
coup forces, and determine the balance between them, Bundy used CIA com­
munications to override Lodge's resistance to Harkins as contingent Acting
Chief of Mission. Bundy also repudiated Lodge's assertion that the US now
lacked any capacity to prevent a coup even if its prospects looked poor. He
instructed Lodge to keep Harkins fully informed and consult him, along with
Smith, in framing guidance for officers in contact with coup forces. Lodge
replied curtly, "Thanks your sagacious instruction. Will carry out to best of my
ability."IHD .

Last-Minute SuspenseD

In Washington, William Colby now made one last effort to ensure a blood­
less succession. He wrote to the DCI proposing that Ngo Dinh Nhu be
installed in his brother's place. Colby cited no specific issues on which he
thought Nhu would be more accommodating-the consensus of official US
opinion tended to blame Nhu for Diem's intransigence-and scrupulously
listed Nhu's weaknesses. These included the "fascist overtones" and
"Potemkin village" pretensions ofthe Republican Youth, and Nhu's frequent
inability to distinguish between identifying a goal and achieving it. But Nhu
was a "strong, reasonably well oriented and efficient potential successor"
whose principal liability-his "highly unfavorable public image"-we should
help him to improve.19D

Colby would presumably not have made such an audacious suggestion
without some hope of its being taken seriously.But he had long confronted the
prevailing distaste for Nhu in the State Department, and his catalog of Nhu's
shortcomings tacitly acknowledged some basis for it. He must also have
understood that the proposal implicitly repudiated the demand for Nhu's
removal in the 24 August telegram from Washington that sparked the anti­
Diem conspiracy.D

When the momentum of coup preparations had become nearly irreversible,
these factors, together with the timing of the idea, doubtless ex lain wh
Colby's proposal generated no support.

I8LI~-,---------------ISAIG 2094,31 October 1963; all·in
ibid·LI
" William Colby, Memorandum for the Director of Central Intelligence, "Leadership in Viet­
nam-i-Ngo Dinh Nhu," n.d., ibid. This document is filed with material dated 30 and 31 October

1963·0

General Khiem had just canceled theL-__,-- --;-;-__--:---:-~

armored support earlier promised to Pharo Ngoc Thao, and Thao was now try-
ing to replace it with a unit pledged to the Tran Kim Tuyen group. But
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unknown to Thao, his intermediary with the armored squadron commander was

Ireporting to the St"lo··1 I

I

IBut the Vietnamese did not move, and the Station
'-------;-;----;------;----:~
could only resume its watch. As he waited, Conein pondered the Ambassa-
dor's recent remark that if nothing happened and he were actually to make his
scheduled trip to Washington, he would see to it that Conein never worked
another day for the US Government. 21D

Early in the morning on 1 November, the MACV Chief of Staff, Major
General Richard Stilwell, invited David Smith to drop by at his office. While
detailed to the Agency some years before, Stilwell had been Smith's first
supervisor, and he wanted now to offer the ACOS some friendly advice. To
save himself and the Agency from serious embarrassment, Smith should stop
disseminating coup predictions. Stilwell had conducted individual debriefings
of his key field advisors to the Vietnamese military. These men, he said,D
I Iand not one had heard a
whisper about a military coup. He could confidently assert that there would be
none in the foreseeable future; he and General Harkins were briefing the visit­
ing Admiral Harry Felt, Commander in Chief Pacific, to this effect. 22D

As it happened, a courtesy call on President Diem that same morning was
the last item on Felt's agenda. Ambassador Lodge was present, and Diem
complained to him about junior CIA officers, one of them named Hodges,
who were "poisoning [the] atmosphere by spreading rumors of coups about
him." Hodges, he charged, had told the general staff that the Seventh Fleet
would land troops if the government acted on its plan to stage a demonstration
against the American Embassy." Diem also insisted that the ARVN General
Staff had deployed the Special Forces units that raided the pagodas on

20 SAIG 2115, 31 October 1963, ibid.D
21 ~ I---------~--------,

'--- --,-..,..,,;=!.Conein interview, 24 June 1992.
'Il Smith interview, 6 October J992.0
" Diem may have been referring to Paul Hodges, chief of the Station's liaison section. But no
record has been found of any Hodges contact with JOS at this time, let alone any confirmation of
Diem's accusation.D
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21 August; all such units were under JGS command, and the US was wrong
when it cut off aid to them. 240

The President kept Lodge briefly after the formal session with another com­
plaint, this time about American incitement of the Buddhist clergy. Lodge
promised to expel any American found guilty of such impropriety, and Diem
went on to talk about Communist subversion of university students. Reverting
to the suspension of aid to his Special Forces, he criticized some of General
Harkins' subordinates, describing the departed John Paul Vann as "very
imprudent."2sD

In this meeting on the morning of I November, Diem went on to talk about
Cabinet changes, lamenting that when it came to candidates, "nobody could
give him any names." Then, knowing that Lodge planned a trip to Washington,
Diem begged him to ask Mr. Colby or Ambassador Nolting about Nhu.
Describing Nhu exactly as he had once spoken of Ngo Dinh Can, Diem insisted
that although his younger brother had no interest in power, he so overflowed
with solutions to difficult problems that everyone asked for his advice. As for
himself, Diem wanted to be described to President Kennedy as a "good and
frank ally" who would rather try to settle questions now than "after we have
lost everything." Lodge thought that Diem, fearing a rebellion, might be signal­
ing some willingness to meet US demands. With this in mind, and perhaps not
taking it for granted that the generals would in fact move against Diem, he pro­
posed to discuss a "package deal" when he arrived in Washington.26D
ActionD

Otherwise, the city was so quiet that the Station reported thatthe morning
had been "more nearly normal than at any time since May 8th [the date 'of the
first Buddhist incident]." Then, at 1330 hours, it suddenly fired off a cable at
nash precedence reporting "red neckerchief troops pouring into Saigon from
direction Bien Hoa, presumably marines." General Don had just sent his aide
to inform Conein that the coup was under way, and to ask him to come to JGS
Headquarters, the coup command post, I I

I rThe dentist who had covered the 28 October meeting
with Don also showed up, bearing the same message. Don had tried all
morning to call, but Conein's telephone had failed.I I

" Henry Cabot Lodge, Telegram to the Department of State, 1 November 1963, FRUS, 1961-63,
IV, Vietnalll. August-December 1963. p, 515-;..:.D~-L ---,
"Embassy Saigon 841, I November 1963'LI _
"'Ibid·D
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Conein stayed at lGS Headquarters until the next day, relaying by phone to
the Station what Generals DOll and Minh were telling him, and observing for
himself the management of the coup. Other Station officers were on the street,
describing the execution of the orders emanating from JGS. Together, Conein
and these officers supplied nearly all of the authoritative information on the
coup that Washington received in the next 24 hours. Conein, to begin with,
reported the arrest of Diem loyalists in the military, including Special Forces
chief Colonel Le Quang Tung and the commanders of the Marines, Air Force,
and Civil Guard. He added that the Navy chief had been killed that morning in
a "premature action."28D

Meanwhile, Station observers downtown reported a firefight at the Palace.
One of them risked a vantage point close enough to allow a rough count of the
approximately 200 rebel troops at the Palace; another officer reported
35 armored vehicles headed that way. Conein advised that the generals were
trying, so far unsuccessfully, to reach the Palace by telephone in order to offer
Diem safe conduct in return for surrender. Determined to avoid a repetition of
Diem's manipulation of the 1960 mutineers, the generals did not intend to let
him argue: "He will either say yes or 110." Meanwhile, they made preparations
for an air attack and monitored a broadcast by the government radio claiming
thai the insurgents had been arrested.290

Having neutralized Diem's loyalists in the military, the committee felt con­
fident enough by mid-afternoon to start talking to Conein about political
arrangements. The principal civilian oppositionists had already assembled at
JGS Headquarters, and Conein was now told that the new government would
be exclusively civilian. But Diem and Nhu were still holed up at Gia Long Pal­
ace, and dislodging them took first priority. The Embassy, at this point,
clouded the issue when it claimed in an unsourced report that the generals
refused to deal directly with Diem, and wanted the Embassy to deliver their
ultimatum. Concin was reporting the contrary, that Minh had just spoken to

27 SAIG 2111 and SAIG 2130, 1 November1963,

The following
La-ee-'o-u-'nt-,--'lf'""'t;-he-eo-u-p--'-is--'dr-a-w-n,-e~x-ce-p~t -w-;-h-:-er-e-o-:7th-er=w"""Cis-e-s=ta=te:-:;d-:-.-;::fr----Ol----n----a----s----·er:::-ie----s-o::-::f cables-SAIG

2111 through 21.)21 libid.-that arc
hereafter cited as "Coup Chronology."For the situation report, see CSHP No.9, History of the
Vietnamese Generals' Coup of1-2 November 1963: Saigon StatiOlll..og and Allalysis. October­
November /963, p. 9. Saigon Station officersassembled the paper.D
" "C0\!I!..Qlronology·"O
19 Ibid·U
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Nhu-Diem was "allegedly not present"-and had forced Colonel Tung and
other Diem loyalists to tell Nhu that they were in rebel hands. Minh told Nhu
that he had five minutes to surrender in order to avoid a "massive air bombard­
ment."300

General Dinh got on the phone, violently threatening and cursing Diem
and Nhu. Another officer explained this display to Conein as designed to per- .
suade Nhu that Dinh was no longer leading a phony coup, but had joined a
genuine rebellion. Nhu apparently wanted to believe that Dinh was still
merely playing his~t in the charade designed to persuade the US of Diem's
indispensability. 31U .

At 1630 hours Diem phoned Lodge. The President said that some units had
rebelled and asked, "What is the attitude of the US?" Lodge replied that a pau­
city of information and the absence of guidance from Washington prevented
him from having a view. Diem persisted, reminding Lodge that he was, after
all, a chief of state, and one who had always tried to do his duty. Lodge
assured Diem of his great regard for the President's courage and for his ser­
vice to his country. Now, Lodge said, he was concerned about Diem's safety.
Had Diem heard that "those in charge of the current activity" were offering
him and Nhu safe conduct out of the country if he resigned? Diem said no, .
then, after a pause, "You have my telephone number." Lodge begged to be
advised of anything he could do to ensure the President's safety. Diem .
responded, "I am trying to reestablish order."32D

General Minh succeeded in reaching the Palace by phone at about
1700 hours, but the President finished by hanging up on him. Minh told
Conein he had just ordered an air attack on the Palace. This took place in half­
hearted and inconclusive fashion, and two hours later Minh gave Diem
another ultimatum: if he did not surrender, Minh would "blast him off the face
of the earth." Meanwbile, the generals asked through Conein if they could see
dissident Buddhist leader Thich Tri Quang, who had taken refuge in the
Embassy during the pagoda raids-they wanted to offer him a position as
Buddhist advisor to the new government. Lodge replied in characteristically
regal fashion that the "generals will be received at the Embassy" after the
coup: "I expect to receive them myself." But he thought it best that they see
Tri Quang outside the Embassy.330

'0 Embassy Saigon 853. 1 November 1963,[ ["Coup
Chronology·"O
31 Lucien Conein, interview by author, tape recording, McLean, VA, 3 February 1993 (hereafter
cited as Conein interview, 3 February 1993).0

)2 Embassy raigr 860, 1 November 1963, FRUS, 1961-63. IV, Viet/lam, August-December
1963, p. 513
" "COUJl Chronology;" FRUS, 1961-63. rv, Vietnam, August-December 1963, p. 522.0
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At 2020 hours, having failed to intimidate Diem with a barrage of 105mm
artillery fire, Minh ordered a battalion of infantry supported by armor to
assault the Palace. At this point, there had apparently been no evacuation of
official Americans, as one Station employee living near the Palace called in to
report that all his windows had been blown out. By 2200 hours, Station
observers were reporting the advance on the Palace, and a confrontation with
Diem forces numbering 17 tanks and some 400 troops. During the ensuing
impasse-the coup committee apparently wanted to avoid a bloody shootout
with its compatriots-Station reporting gave renewed attention to personali­
ties and politics. Either unaware of or repudiating Minh's guarantee of a civil­
ian government, General Le Van Kim, the committee's liaison with the
civilian politicians, had "decided" that a military junta would have to precede
civilian rule. But Conein felt close enough to the proceedings at JGS Head­
quarters to be confident that General Minh was in fact in charge, with Tran
Van Don firmly established in the second position, and Tran Thien Kheim
serving as chief of operations. 34D

The generals' vacillation on political arrangements produced yet another
formula, and by 0300 hours on 2 November they were proposing a mixed gov­
ernment with Diem's Vice President, Nguyen Ngoc Tho, as the new prime
minister and several generals in Cabinet positions. Once again, however, polit­
ical deliberations were interrupted by military developments, as fighting inten­
sified around the Palace.3sD
The Demise of the House of NgoD

At 0620 hours, Diem called Tran Van Don at JGS headquarters, offering to
surrender if promised safe conduct out of the country. Generals Don and
Khiem told Conein they would need a US aircraft for this, and Conein called
the Embassy, where David Smith said that France seemed the country most
likely to promise asylum, and it would take 24 hours to bring in an aircraft
with enough range to avoid any intermediate stops between Saigon and Paris.
Conein relayed this to the generals, including General Minh, who seemed
unhappy ahout the delay. At this point, Diem had ordered his forces to cease
fire, and Minh now left JGS headquarters headed for the Palace." At
0800 hours, a Station observer posted at the Palace reported a military escort

.14 "Col~hl'Onology."D

.1·'lhid·U
Jr. lbid.; blind memorandum, "The Anti-Diem Coup," n.d., prepared by Lucien Conein, National
Archives-s-Nixou Project, copy in History Staff files; Lucien Conein, interview by Edward
Kuder, 19 April 1984 (hereafter cited as Conein interview, 19 April 1984), copy in History Staff
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waiting outside for Diem and Nhu.J7 By 1000 hours, it began to look to the
Station as if the President and his brother had escaped, and Headquarters
called for reporting in the emergency Critic channel until their fate was firmly
established. 38D

When General Minh left JGS headquarters at about 0630 hours, Conein
returned to the Embassy. There he got instructions to get back to the generals
to pursue the question of Diem's well-being, and to urge the generals not to
arrest labor leader Tran Quae Buu. Conein returned to JGS around 1100 hours
to find Minh now back from his trip to the Palace. The question of safeconduct
for Diem and Nhu now became moot, as Minh acknowledged that both were
dead. He alleged that the brothers had committed suicide in a Catholic church,
to which Conein responded that someone had better construct a more plausi­
ble story.39D

But if the Ngo brothers could no longer be helped, the Mission would still
like Buu to be left alone. Conein conveyed this to Minh, provoking a com­
plaint that the Americans were already giving orders. Despite Conein's repre­
sentations, Buu was subsequently arrested and briefly detained.wD

At noon on 2 November, still lacking any facts beyond Minh's statement to
Conein, the Station told CIA Headquarters it thought Diem and Nhu were
probably dead. Whatever the brothers' whereabouts and their personal wel­
fare, Smith added, it was now clear that their regime had fallen, and people
had "poured into the streets in [an] exhilarated mood," giving fruit to soldiers
and burning down the headquarters of Madame Nhu's Women's Solidarity
Movement. Then, in the afternoon, Generals Big Minh, Don, and Kim sepa­
rately offered to let Conein view the bodies of Diem and Nhu. Conein
declined, fearing the "generals would think he [was] taking grisly relish in his
part" in the coup. Conein now accepted as fact, however, that the President
and his brother were dead.:" D

37 In his 1979 memoirs, 'Iran Van Don says that the rebels captured the Palace at about
0545 hours, and found Diem and Nhu gone. He claims that when Diem called him at 0620 hours
he acknowledged being in Cholon. Unless Minh was also deceiving the rest of the coup commit­
tee, this account leaves unexplained the military escort waiting for Diem at the Palace more than
two hours later, Don's failure at the time to inform Conein of the brothers' whereabouts. and
Minh's departure for the Palace after Diem's call. (See Tran Van Don, Our Endless War: Inside
Vietnam (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1978), p. 107.)0
" "Coup Chronology.'D
19 Conein iutcrview, 7 December 1989; "The Anti-Diem coup.'D
40 Concin interview, 7 December 1989; "The Anti-Diem Coup.'
" "Coup Chronology."D
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DCI McCone applauded Conein's restraint, but at the same time demanded
more information on the manner of the Ngo brothers' demise. Station report­
ing was to be used in a meeting with President Kennedy at 1630 hours, Wash­
ington time, and the fate of Diem and Nhu remained a matter of the greatest
concern. At this point, the Station could say only that Conein thought the bod­
ies to be at JGS headquarters, and that he believed General Minh to have
ordered the executions. Minh's "show of angry passion" when Diem at first'
refused to take his phone call, and later hung up on him, was one factor.
Conein also noted Minh's earlier speculation that the Ngo brothers would
commit suicide and interpreted his removal of telephones from the command
post, after Diem's agreement to surrender, as designed to frustrate inquiries,
about the brothers' fate.4zD

While the Station struggled to confirm the circumstances of the Ngo broth­
ers' deaths, CIA Headquarters called on it to help influence the composition
and programs of the new government. The Station should propose to the
Ambassador its favored candidates for government office and identify people
it thought should be excluded. With respect to influence on the Vietnamese,
Headquarters said nothing about direct representations to the generals,l

IHeadquarters .added the names of 19 civilians it favored for
'-;----;----;----;-:-'
inclusion in the new government, but cautioned that it had not coordinated the
list with State, and Smith should present it to the Ambassador as his own.430

Meanwhile, the search continued for information on the deaths of Diem and
Nhu. On 3 November, an occasional Station source showed his case officer
photographs of the brothers' bloodstained bodies lying with hands tied behind
their backs on the floor of an armored personnel carrier, The source claimed to
have obtained the pictures from the ARVN photographer who took them. He
had also learned that Diem and Nhu were captured at a Catholic church in

.·"IllidD
"I I VI. marginal note with Colby's
initials says, "Cleared this messa~princiIJle (no names) with Hilsman."DJ- _
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Cholon, the Chinese district of Saigon. Most Station reporting attributed the
assassination decision to Duong Van Minh, but some subsequent reports
blamed it variously on suspected French agent General Mai Huu Xuan, the
coup committee as a whole, and the officer in command of the detail sent to
capture the Ngo brothers. The only detail on which these reports do not dis­
agree is that the murders were carried out by an officer named Nhung, himself
variously described as Minh's bodyguard and asa devoted supporter of Mai
Huu Xuan.45D

The ignominious demise of Diem and Nhu shocked and dismayed President
Kennedy, who according to Maxwell Taylor's account leaped to his feet and
rushed from the meeting which Michael Forrestal had interrupted to announce
their deaths. John Richardson and David Smith had separately warned Lodge
and Headquarters of the high risk that Diem would not survive a military
coup. But the event shocked Washington, to the extent that Smith thought
Headquarters' reaction almost hysterical.460

Dismay at the brutal treatment of Diem and Nhu generated a panicky con­
cern for the safety of the Nhu children. President Kennedy enjoined McCone
to ensure their safe conduct to their mother, then in Europe. General Don had
told Conein that he had the children in his care; he said he wanted only to be
helpful, and travel arrangements were completed at a meeting that included
Lodge and "Big Minh." But there remained some doubt about the general's
good intentions, and Lodge had one of his aides, Fred Flott, accompany the
children and a nurse to Rome. At the Saigon airport, Concin instructed the
pilot that once airborne he should ignore any orders from the tower to return to
Ton Son Nhut or to proceed anywhere else than to the first scheduled stop, at
Bangkok. No one tried to divert the ai1'[Jlane, and the children were safely
delivered over to Bishop Thuc in Rome.470 .

<,'"Coup Chronology"; unsigned memorandum to William Colby, "Circumstances of the Deaths
of Diem and Nhu," n.d., and unsignedMemorandumfor the Record, "Descriptionof the Death of
Presidcnt Diem and Ngo Dinh Nhu," 18 November 1963. both in] I
I Iunsigned Memorandumfor the Record, "Colonel Anh Ba and Major General Mai
Huu XUlIII." 28 July 19751 rran VanDon, Our Endless
War, p. 112;Conein interview, 19February 1992.0
.. Taylor's account is quoted in FRUS, 1961-63, IV, Vietnam. August-December 1963, p. 533;
Smith interview.6 October 19920
41 FRUS, 1961-63, IV, Vietllnm, August-December 1963, pp, 546-549;1
I I ~onein interview, 19 FebruLa-ry~1"'9""92"',Dr----,------.J
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Full CircleD

Not only the Viet Cong, but a variety of non-Communist opponents, had
always denied the legitimacy of the Ngo Dinh Diem regime. Less a juridical
question than one of moral and political authority, it was finally decided in the
negative when Washington concluded that Diem's repression of Buddhist dis­
sent had irrevocably alienated too many of the people he needed to fight the
Communists. Planning for the coup thus concentrated on his removal, leaving
the shape of new political arrangements for the future. But the military junta
that the US encouraged to install itself in his place had even less claim than
Diem to any popular mandate. Along with the rest of the US Government, the
CIA thus found itself starting from the beginning again in the perennial effort
to instill in the Vietnamese leadership and the Southern population at large a
sense of common purpose, The increasing militarization of the conflict com­
plicated matters, but in its political aspect the problem remained identical to
the one first confronted by the Agency's two Saigon Stations in July 1954.0
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CHAPTER 15

A Doomed ExperimentD .

During his nine years as Prime Minister and then President of the Republic
of Vietnam, Ngo Dinh Diem could call for help on all the agencies of the US
Government represented in Saigon. Although the scale of material aid from
CIA was dwarfed by that furnished by the economic and military aid mis­
sions, it is fair to say that the Agency played a central role in preserving Diem
in power, especially during his first year. No other arm of the US devoted as
much effort to helping him prevail over his numerous enemies, and no other
agency dedicated both advice and and material support to a long term effort to
create popular government south of the 17th paralleJ.D

CIA support for the Saigon government reflected not a self-imposed policy
agenda but the energy and self-confidence of an Agency which, at the outset
of the enterprise in 1954, enjoyed the Eisenhower administration's favor as an
action instrument in the conduct of the Cold War. This confidence and energy,
abetted by a broad presidential charter for both intelligence collection and
covert action, resulted in relationships with politically significant Vietnamese
across the entire non-Communist political spectrum. The single most impor­
tant of these was certainly the relationship with Ngo Dinh Nhu, but the
Agency also dealt directly with Ngo Dinh Diem, and maintained contacts of
some degree of influence and trust with other figures ranging from Buddhist
monks to opposition politicians to military and police officers. This study of
the record of the Agency's experience with Diem's government thus reveals
hath the roots of the regime's failure and the inability of Cit surport, and that
of the US Government as a whole, to prevent that collapse.

The principal conclusion that emerges from this study thus confirms the
judgment of the early pessimists in CIA and elsewhere who predicted that
Ngo Dinh Diem could not defeat a Hanoi-directed Southern insurgency. These
observers saw precisely the personality flaws and the reliance on foreign sup­
port-the latter an anomaly that the intensely nationalistic Diem seems never
to have recognized-that characterized his entire time in office. He· had, of
course, no choice in the early months of his regime but to depend on his
Agency contacts to suborn his local adversaries and on John Foster Dulles to
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intimidate the French; he had, after all, been installed by foreigners without
any reference to indigenous popular preferences. Had he nevertheless pos­
sessed the vision to articulate a constructive political program, and been able
to build the administrative machinery to implement it, he might have used this
period to his long term advantage.D

The villagers' surprisingly positive initial response to Diem's occupation of
the Viet Minh zones in 1955 suggests that this constituted a genuine option.
To succeed, Diem would of course have had to attract the loyalty of the non­
Communist nationalists who had earlier cooperated with the Viet Minh
against the French. Then, he would have faced the need to transform the ossi­
fied colonial bureaucracy into a functioning servant of his political and eco­
nomic agenda. But Diem never tested this approach. Instead, he chose an
essentially repressive strategy for the consolidation and expansion of his gov­
ernment's control. Its effect was to "dry the grass," as Mao had put it, intensi­
fying peasant alienation from the government while it built for Diem the
image of a reactionary mandarin dependent on foreign support for the survival
of his nepotistic government.D

Diem's reliance on family and personal loyalists to project his authority,
together with the arbitrary quality of his governing style, reduced almost to nil
the prospects of American-sponsored institution-building and political reform.
The energetic and well-intentioned but uncoordinated efforts of the two early
CIA Stations may actually have cancelled each other out, but there is no rea­
son to believe that by speaking with one voice they would have converted
Diem to a more progressive, politically inclusive approach.D

For one thing, the shortage of talent that led the US to see no alternative to
Diem limited Diem's own options. Other than the non-Communists who had
supported the Viet Minh against the French, he had just three potential sources
of allies: the secular political parties, the religious sects, and his own military
and civilian bureaucracy. He and Nhu may well have been right in dismissing
all three as partners in a joint political enterprise, for the sect and party leaders
were nearly all concerned solely to advance their own parochial interests.
They wanted to replace Diem, or at least tame him, not work with or for him.
And the lethargic, city-bound bureaucracy, shaped by the French to serve
French interests, offered even less promising material for a reformist adminis­
tration·D

In any case, Diem's sense of entitlement to his office ruled out any sharing
of either policymaking or executive power. CIA people, even Diem advocates
like Ed Lansdale, recognized this authoritarian bent early on. Some, usually
junior officers, concluded well before 1963 that Diem's governing style, unac­
companied by the pervasive controls of a totalitarian regime, must eventually
lead to' failure. But most CIA officials in Vietnam, however they might
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deplore Diem's failure to exploit his opportunities to win the consent of the
governed, reacted to Diem's rigidities with the response that dominated US
judgments until 1963: "there's nobody else:" Like official Washington as a
whole, they persisted in hoping that improved organizational efficiency, but­
tressed by US advice and material support, would suffice to contain the insur­
gellcyD

It is conceivable that this formula would have worked if Diem had appealed
to the non-Communist adherents of the Viet Minh to participate in the political
and economic development of the countryside. This would, of course, have
risked sabotage by Communist infiltrators, and the requisite land reform
would have alienated the Westernized elite, which constituted the most anti­
Communist constituency outside the government itself. Such a policy would
also have involved some devolution of authority, rather than the paternalisti­
cally hierarchical system that Diem in fact imposed.D

Whatever its theoretical merits, a political system conceived along these
lines held no attraction for Diem, and it might have looked dangerously
socialistic to US officials, had he ever proposed it. But Diem seems in fact to
have found Ed Lansdale's egalitarian, quasi-Jeffersonian notions simply
incomprehensible. He proceeded to follow his instinct, which was to reward
loyalty and to punish even the suspicion of disobedience. Unfortunately for
his hold on office, his rural administration failed to replace Viet Minh influ­
ence with that of Saigon. The near-destruction of the Communist apparatus in
the countryside, between 1955 and 1959, resulted not in the consolidation of
Saigon's control, but in the creation of a politicalno-man's land.D

Flawed Logic and the Influence ofIdeolo~

As the insurgency advanced after 1959, American officials looking for a
response to it framed their discussions almost exclusively in disjunctive terms.
One side insisted that Diem's continued .tenure doomed the South to absorp­
tion by the Communists. The other saw his continuation in office as indispens­
able to the defeat of the insurgency. Nowhere in the records examined for this
study does any of the participating US officials acknowledge, up to 1963, that
these propositions might both be valid. Whatever the possibilities in 1955, it is
possible that by 1963 the conflict could not be won either with Diem or with­
out him. That is, it could not be won at all, or at least not at any politically sus­
tainable level of American commitment.' Even after 1963, this fleeting insight
never invaded the collective consciousness of policymakers and program man-

I The author served in Vietnam in the last months of the regime, and participated innumerous dis­
cussions, During none of them did anyonc-himself included-recognize that both sides might be
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agers; it was.replaced, after the demise of the Diem regime, by the renewed
conviction that American programs and American resources needed only a
responsive Vietnamese leadership to mobilize a presumptively anti-Commu­
nist population.D .

Here one must deal with the influence of ideology on practical judgment.
Agency and other US officials were indeed, at the beginning, skeptical of
Diem's capabilities and prospects. But by 1957, with the residual Viet Minh
organization reduced to nuisance proportions, Diem emerged as the embodi­
ment of American faith in anti-Communism as the foundation of counterinsur­
gency in the third world. As a result, US judgment of the balance of forces, as
the Communists usefully put it, was perpetually flawed by the assumption that
Diem's citizenry saw the alternatives in much the same tenus as Americans
did--either the Southern insurgents and their masters in Hanoi or the Diem
regime and its benevolent US sponsors. In his own way, Diem fell victim to
the same misperception, attributing to his people an antipathy for Commu­
nism comparable to his own, or at least a disposition to accept his wisdom in
the niatter.[]

But up to 1963, at least, few Vietnamese of the Buddhist-Confucian major­
ity appear to have regarded the conflict as one between Communism and free­
dom, or between Communism and democracy. The politically active among
them had other concerns, among these, nationalism tinged with xenophobia,
social reform-skillfully if cynically exploited by the Viet Cong-and, even
for non-Communists among the veterans of the war against the French, simple
protection from Diem's police. CIA and other US officials' preoccupation
with Communism allowed them to underestimate the power of these concerns
and thus to dismiss Buddhist dissidence, peasant resistance to Strategic Ham­
lets, and the pervasive incompetence of the regime as either irrelevant or as
remediable by a program of military and police repression.D

If the ubiquity of CIA officers in Vietnam did not lead to an understanding
of the Buddhist leadership or of peasant psychology, this reflected not lack of
energy or access but rather the prevailing mindset which classified all Viet­
namese into three groups, namely, anti-Communist patriots, their Communist
adversaries, and fence-sitters-s-deluded, self-interested, or timid. South Viet­
namese without a personal stake in Diem's regime appear to have defined the
struggle in quite different terms. These always included the Chinese notion of
the "mandate of heaven," that is, legitimacy earned by demonstrating the
capacity to govern. This gap in perceptions of the nature of the conflict in
Vietnam prevented the Agency, and more generally the US, from recognizing
the implications of Diem's self-defeating reliance on the two instruments of
family government repression and indiscriminate repression.D
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Repression meant government by fear, at least where the government found
its authority directly challenged by the Viet Congo In order to keep the disaf­
fected on the defensive, this approach required not only ruthlessness but disci­
plined effectiveness-a quality denied the Diem regime by its reliance on
nepotism and by the sycophantic incompetence of its officials. Indeed, a
theme that pervades the entire course of Agency dealings with the Ngo family
and its retainers is the regime's irredeemable ineffectiveness in all matters
except the pursuit of suspect Communists. But even in his greatest achieve­
ment-decimating the Communist stay-behind organization before 1960­
Diem's indiscriminate violence stimulated precisely the resistance he intended
to suppressC]

The reliance on anti-Communist ideology both to explain the insurgency
and to motivate resistance to it accounts for otherwise inexplicable idiosyncra­
sies in the Agency's approach to the Diem regime. The Station officers who
managed the never-ending experiment in political training for Nhu's National
Revolutionary Movement consistently abdicated any role in supplying its
political content. Their one-note dependence on the theme of resistance to
Communist aggression was reinforced by the absence of prospects for rural
reform, especially in the matter of land tenure. Diem's disinclination to chal­
lenge his landowning constituency left this domain to the Communists, and
neither the CIA nor other US officials ever actively questioned the sufficiency
of his occasional cosmetic reforms. As for the strudbre of government, CIA
and other advocates of the regime rationalized the hollowness of the regime's
nominally democratic institutions even while they kept pressing Diem and
Nhu to allow them to function.D

The perennial absence of a concrete political program-Colby's quixotic
effort of late 1960, when he invited Diem to deploy his legislature against his
own executive, may be seen as an exception-led to another aberration, small
but illustrative, in the Agency's efforts on behalf of the regime. This was the
substitution of appearance for substance in a series of proposals to treat the
regime's problems as the result not of incompetence or repression or corrup­
tion but of poor public. relations. These began with the 1955 Headquarters
suggestion of elocution lessons for Diem, and they resumed in the 1960s with
the correspondence between Bill Colby and John Richardson on getting Diem
and Nhu to write about themselves. In retrospect, initiatives like these cannot
be seen as anything but counsels of unacknowledged desperation.D

Clientitis and DcmollizationD

Another issue raised by the Agency's relationship with the Diem regime is
the effect on intellectual objectivity of a conunitmcnt to achieving an opera­
tional goal. It seems likely (hat any such effect declines with distance from the
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operational scene, and that Headquarters was less vulnerable to it than officers
in the field. But there is little doubt that the twin perils of "clientitis"-an
uncritical commitment to one's clients, and demonization of their opposi­
tion-sometimes clouded the judgment of officers who were in direct contact
with the Ngo brothers or otherwise engaged in efforts to strengthen and
reform their government.D

Although constantly frustrated by Diem's intransigence, Edward Lansdale
neither wavered in his support, nor entertained the idea that the President
might be simply incapable of meeting the challenge, It is'difficult to avoid the
inference that this loyalty represented an emotional commitment to the suc­
cess of his own project, to tum Diem into the revered father of his country,
rather than the fruit of detached analysis. Later Chiefs of Station, William
Colby and John Richardson, also fell victim to this clientitis, their protege
being Diem's brother Nhu. Just as Lansdale recognized Diem's reactionary
bent, Colby recognized Nhu's penchant to substitute theory for performance,
but Colby never abandoned his advocacy of Nhu's counterinsurgency pre­
scription. Richardson was even less detached, declaring his agreement with
even the more convoluted of Nhu's pronouncements.D

This emotional commitment contained the seeds of a serious distortion of
the intelligence process. Fortunately for the integrity of that process, such an
effect was mitigated by j:lscidents of personality and circumstance. In the case
of Ed Lansdale, unstinting support to Diem constituted his mandate; Head­
quarters never looked to him for a coolly balanced assessment· of the regime's
prospects. Even in the crucial episode of April 1955, when Agency witness
overcame General Collins's opposition to Diem, Lansdale's advocacy was
supported by the regular Station, always less persuaded than he was of Diem's
leadership potential.D

By late 1960, with William Colby as COS, a balanced assessment of Diem's
staying power had become a continuous and urgent requirement. Given the
strength of their convictions, both Colby and Richardson might understand­
ably have sought to restrict the dissemination of what they regarded as wrong­
headed criticism. In fact, there is no indication that either ever succumbed to
the temptation to make the Station speak with one voice on such a controver­
sial subject. Instead, they respected the skepticism of their subordinates by
disseminating the complaints that streamed in from the non-Communist oppo­
sition-to which many ofthese officers subscribed.D

Another threat to objectivity carne in the form of the impulse to find a
scapegoat for the regime's failure to effect American-sponsored reforms.
Here, Agency officers sometimes entertained the prejudice against Ngo Dinh
Nhu that many Foreign Service officers had adopted from the French. Lans­
dale's comparison of Nhu with Mussolini reflects not a sober assessment but
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the intense frustration produced by Diem's intractability. FE Division at Head­
quarters also absorbed this bias, as demonstrated over the years in a series of
injunctions to the Station to get rid of Nhu. Even when it represented no more
than a rhetorical tic, blaming Nhu allowed his detractors to avoid the unpleas­
ant implications of a judgment that Diem had failed.D

Finally, the Agency experience with the Ngo brothers and their entourage
demonstrated the central dilemma of any nation-building enterprise in a
former European colony during the Cold War. CIA and other US officials
always recognized the popular appeal of the nationalist pretensions of even
Communist-led Third World revolutionary movements. Lansdale and Colby,
especially, laid great stress on this point, insisting on impeccable nationalist
credentials as a condition of the legitimacy of any candidate for leadership in
Vietnam. But they and others also expected Diem and Nhu to accept US
advice on the style and substance of governance. When these clients demon­
strated their independence by pursuing patently self-destructive policies, the
dilemma prevented any decisive remedial action; the only alternative left was
to resume looking for a leadership which would accept American prescrip­
tions while preserving its own autonomy.0

As it turned out, the generals who overthrew Diem first tried to cut the Gor­
dian knot by a~dicating the "political part" to their CIA advisors. But this led
to a confrontation on the very day of Diem's death, when General Minh dis­
covered that deferring to the Americans on political matters meant doing
things he did not want to do. We will see in the sequel to this story of Diem
family rule that the CIA continues to be centrally involved in this question of
"leverage" as the US pursues its effort to shape the policies and programs of a
client but sovereign state.D
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Commenton SourcesD

The files of the Directorate of Operations comprise the single most impor­
tant source of the material used in this study. Voluminous cable and dispatch
correspondence between Headquarters and the field provides a fairly compre­
hensive record of the activities of the two Stations ill Saigon from 1954 to
1956, and of the unified Station thereafter.D

Supplementing this are interviews with DO officers who served at the time
either in Saigon or at Headquarters. Some of these interviews were conducted
in 1963 and 1964 as part of an historical project intended to provide a record
of Agency involvement in Vietnam. Other interviews have been conducted by
the author since 1989.0

Studies done as part of the Clandestine Services Historical Paper series
have also been useful, especially those dealing with the Lansdale Station, the
Saigon Liaison Mission, and the secret rebellion of early 1955.0

Where Agency material needs to be placed in broader context, the study
draws on other sources, all unclassified. The most important of these are the
relevant volumes in the Department of State's documentary series, Foreign
Relations of the United States, with their emphasis on diplomatic correspon­
dence. Other published accounts provide additional background and fill in a
few remaining gaps.D
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