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B. POLITICALDEVELOPMENTIN VIET-NAM 

There were two fairly distin.ct phases of US efforts to 

encourage and assist the South Vietnamese to build a firm 

political foLmdation. In the first phase, the 
·-. 

overriding 

6bjective was to restore political stabil;ty so that further 

moves could be undertaken to pros_ecute the war successfully. 

This period lasted roughly from Novemher ·1963 to mid-1965, 
I • .•• ·- • ••• • • • 

and was ·characterized by almost continual political turmoil 
• I 

I 

and constant governmental changes., 
, I 

During this period the 

emphasis· in US advice and assistance was less on the actual 

form that political development should take (i.e., the exact 

type of government) and more on effective and stable govern­

ment per ~- This was s·tated clea~_ly as US policy from the 

very start of the post-Diem period, when President-Kennedy 
• i 

. sent ~ message to Ambassa.dor Lodge : saying ·n...we thus have 

a responsibility to help this new government to be effective 

... emphasis should be on effectiveness rather than· on external 
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... , .. 

' 1/.
appearances." -

The second phase, beginning in mid-1965, of course had 

the same basic objective of improving the stability and 

effectiveness .of the Government of Viet-Nam (G~). However, 

once a modicum of this had been achieved by the expanded .US 

military cornmit~ent and the installation of the Ky Govern­

ment in June 1965, both US and GVN effort~ were· increasingly 

de~oted to the specifics.of steady constitutional development 

... and· return. to legitimate. democratic rule. 

1 .. · Political Developments in the Immediate Post-Diem Period 

~ The loosely-organized junta of general and field-grade 

military officers who successfully ·overt~rew Diem also sus­

pended the Diem constitution on November 1, 1963. They had 

no specific ideas on a new constitution but focused instead 

on.establishing a provisional government which could rule 

the country for an interim period nntil a new constitutional 

, regime could be Jnstalled: 

. i 

1./ Department of State Tel~gram 746, November 6, 
1963 tTOF SECRE'f EY'.l!:~O~LY) . 

I 

-.·.I.·.
'. i 
. :I I 
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\ 
The militarj leadership, represented by Generals Tran . . 

Van· Don and Le Van Kim, called on Ambassador Lodge Novem-

ber 3 to discuss their intentions. They noted that three 

typ_es of government had occurred _to the military leaders·: 

first, a straight-out·military junta; second, a government 

with a military majority; and third,. a government in which 

the military had only a partial role. _They said the third 

was the kind of government on which they had decided, i.e., 

a military committee presided oveX:: by ~~en_e.r~l Minh, ~der 

which would be a prime minister and a cabinet of some 15 

.• 
ministers, of which four or five· would be military·. They 

.-------, 
\ ;....._,.,, also said "this would be a pr~visional government which would 

last six months and even longer but certainly not two years." 

Lodge noted "They seemed to.be completely decided that this 
.. 2/ 

was how they were going to do it."-~ 

On November 4 the military leadership issued Provisio11al 

Constitutional Act. No. •1 in the name of· the Mil:i.tary Revolu­

tionary Council (the name they had decided on· for themselves), 

l_/ From Saigon, Telegram 900, November 3, 1963 
• .---{51!Cfd~'f LH·ffJ IS) . 
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or MRC. The act centralized legislative and· executive 

powers in ·the MRC, designated the Chairman of the MRC 

/ General Duong Van Minh to be Chief of State, and delegated 

certain executive ·and legislative powers_ to a Prime Min~ster 

and a Provisional Government. Former Vice President Nguyen 

Ngoc Tho was named Prime Minister. 

The miiitary leaders stated their· ~nt·e~tion of r~turning 

power eventually to a civilian ·democ~atic regime. In a note 

to the US Embas_sy on November 5, the GVN F~reign Office said 

"Pending the drafting of a ne~ cpnstitution, which will be 
. . 

submitted to the Vietnamese people for approval, ... the 

President of the MRC will perform temporarily the duties of 

1/Chief of State." In a nationwide· address on November 6 
: .. 

General Minh said, "In the very near future, when all the 
. . . 

democratic instituti_ons have been set up, the MRC will 

transfer all powers back to the entire people." The same 

day the Provisional Government issued a proclamation saying 

it would "devote itself to the task·of building the folll1da­

tions of a truly ·democratic regime.:" 

:J../From Saigon, Telegram 944, November 6, 1963 
(UNCLASSIFIED). 
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The United States re~ogniz~d the new government on 
. 

November 8, noting that the MR.C's program included, among 

other things, a transfer of political power to a populaX:~.Y-:-.. 
4/

elected government when the situation-should permit.-

Secretary Rusk, in his press conference of November 8, said 

"I think that developments in South.Viet-Nam promise to move 

rapidly toward constitutional government, and a sense on the 

part of the people that they have a'. stake in their' future." 

In an effort to enlist greater.civilian support·and 

(. par.ticipation, the MRC als~ established on November 6 a 

- .. "Co~.cil of Notables II (originally termed "Council of Sages") 

with advisory functions and including. "pers.onali_ties selected 

among representatives of all ·national tendencies and profes­

sional sectors." The Department welcomed the establishment 

of the Council as a means for poli~ically conscious Vietnamese 

to participate in the political process, _and suggested that 

the Council might be used by the MR.C to.help prepare recom-

. . 1 h S/mended constitutiona c anges.-

-4/ Department of State Circular Telegram 885, 
November 8 , 19 63 ,f€eN!i'IBENTIA la) ---

J_I Department of State Telegram 75.5, November 7, 
1963 teOtffIBg~L). -• 
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On December 19, the MRC named.some 60 individuals to 

the Council! The Embassy reported "prevailing public 

opinion is that membership of ·council constitutes repre"'."_. 

sentative cross-sections of political tendencies and interest 

groups," but, noted the diversity and the st.rong-mindedness 

of many members -and said the key factor was "how GVN and 

Council ... conceive of Counctl's functions and energy and 

effectiveness with which carried out." .§_/ The Council 

. actually had little chance to ftmction. in. the political .. 
I 

uncertainties leading to and following the coup of Janu­ 7 
.,4 

ary 30, 196f, and it was dissolved by Prime Minis.ter Khanh 
'4"' 

on April 4, 196$. 

The military leaders, particularly General Minh, were 
';;f~·-:-:•.t 

undeniably popular immediately follo~ving the coup against 
I
I , 

Diem, and they exercised actual control of the GVN through 
-~-- •i . 

a 12-man Executive Committee of the. MRC. Minh was the Com­

mittee's chairman and the nation's de facto chie'f executive, 
I 

.§_/ From Saigon, Telegram lt26, December 28, 1963 
(COMFIDENTIAL) .• 
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while Premier Tho was relegated to a background role. Through 
J .. 

Ambassador Lodge, US efforts were dedicated in large part to 

advice to Minh on irnpr_oving his effectiveness as a national 

leader and capitalizing on h~s and his colle_~gues·• personal 

populari_ty to solidify support_ for the new_government. Minh 

responded only slowly to suc_h advice, howeyer, and in the 

three months of its· existence the Minh/Tho Government was 

unable to cope ~ffectively with either the :deteriorating 
\ \' 

security situation or growing internal political dissension. 

(. 

'\ 
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2. The Nguyen Khanh Government and US Support 

On January 30, 1964, Maj or General Nguyen Khanh, Com­

Illanding General ofC:)corps, took control of the GVN in a 

bloodless coup d'etat. Khanh was backed by several yoLmger 

general officers such as III Corps Commander ~ran Thien 

Khiem, Brigadier-General Nguyen Van Thieu who was then 

Commander of the 5th Division in Bien Hoa, and Civil Guard/ 

Self-Defense Corps. Commander Duong Ngoc Lam .. Khanh was 

also assisted by Colonel (L~_ter General) Nguyen ·chanh Thi, 

his deputy in (9corps. 

Khanh claimed the older generals were failing to run 

the GVN effectively or to mee.t the increased VC .threat and 

were leading the country toward a "neutralist" solution (such ::~~:t: 
:~:::.:"!~': ..•.';> .. 

as·· the one espoused in January by General De Gaulle) which 

wo.uld result in a complete commun~st takeover. He arrested~--. 

Don and Kim and two other generals on the MRC Executive Com-

, mittee, as well a~ a fifth general Nguyen Van Vy -- who 

had just returned from France where he had been in exile 

during the Diem regime. 

- TOP SEC~Et = ~XD15 
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The US Mission was not informed of coup moves until the _,,,../ 
!l/0

last minute and had no chance to divert such an obviously ){l ,,...>< 
. ~ 

uriwe lcome action. Once. Khanh had sei.zed control, .us efforts 

we~e devoted to convincing him of the necessity to obtain as 

broad a political base for the new gov.ernment as possible 

and to avoid further political disruption. The United States 

supported the new regime in order to contribute to the 

restoration. of political stability' and GVN effectiveness. 

Khanh retained the basic provisions of the Provisional 

Constitutional Act of November 4,· :1963, but he did away with 

the MRC Executive Committee and amended ·the act to permit 

himself to replace Minh as MRC chairman. At US urging he 
I 

kept Minh on as Chief of ~tate, which the Embassy considered· 

of "key political importance". since it "provides a symbol 
. i 

unity, especially for.the Army, and 
! 

sense of continuity a 
I 

tends to undercut criticism of the· 
I 

manner in which Khanh 
7/

engineered his takeover."- -

7/ From Saigon, Telegram.1533, February 14, 1964 
- ..-{CONFIBEbITIAT,), 

of 
- ~ ....~ 

!/ 

' ' 
'' 
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On February 8, Khanh,named.himself Prime Minister and 

presented a new Cabinet that the Embassy felt was "as close 

to a government of national Lmion as appears· attairiable 

under prevailing circ wnstances." • Lodge noted that Khanh had 

"attempted to assign cabinet positions with ar1: eye to bal­

ance between geographic origins and religious_ affiliations 

of ministers, which I had advised him to do.· .. " Lodge 

also believed that Khanh's assumption of the post of Prime 

Minister "reflects actual- ·power factors in vol v·ed and avoids 

inevitable carping which would 1:tave occurred if a purely 

political figure were appointed to this position." :§./ 
,., 

i .....,, 
·The Embassy was impressed with.the new government and 

the leadership Khanh had exhibited up to that time. Lodge 

no~ed "US support remains a key factor in the situation and 
. 9 

believe we should continue render this in the full measure." · •. 

A month later US support.for Khanh was reaffirmed by Secretary 
,•, I I 

§_/ From Saigon, Telegram 1533, February TL~, 1964 
- (CONFI1'ENTb'tL). • ; 

J_/ Ibid. 
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of Defense McNamara after his visit to Viet-Nam in March. 

In his report to the President, he said about Khanh, "These 

evidences of energy, comprehension, and decision add up to 

a sufficiently strong chance_of Khanh's really taking hold 

in the next few months for us to devote all possible energy 

and resources to his support ... the United States at all 

levels should continue to make it clear that we fully sup­

port the Khanh Government and are totally~opposed to any 

10/
further coups." -

Khanh had difficulty working with and controlling the 

diverse political ele~ents in his ·cabinet, and GVN effec­

tiveness suffered as a result. He was also engaged in a 

personal rivalry with Gener~l Minh, whom he had in effect 

deposed on January 30. ByJune 1964 Khanh had decided to 

reorganize his government to rid it of those he felt.were 

obstructing him (primarily the Dai Viet party politicians, 

led by Deputy Prime Minister Nguyen Ton Roan). 

10/ Message from the White House to Ambassador Lodge, 
~ • CAP6Lr077 DTG 1415602 (March) • (SECRET/EXDIS) . 
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Ambassador Lodge and the Department sympathized with 

Khanh's position but shared concern over the unsettling 

effects a sweeping change in the GVN would produce at this 

time. They were particularly ·coricerned about how it might 

affect preparations Lmderway at the time in Washington re­

garding Viet-Nam, including consideration of.actions against 
.. 

North Viet-Nam and a proposed Congressional resolution in 

support of -US moves. The Department recognized that "the 

current governmental structure is less.than idea1 and.that 

General Khanh needs ·some trust~d political colleagues with 

I. whom he can share· the burden of_ his'· responsibilities. How­

ever, Lmless he proceeds to reorgan·ize his_ government in a 

gradual fashion and perhaps within the framework of some 

·new draft constitutional process, a ~weeping reshuffle would 

predictably give rise to an impression of confusion, internal 
11/

bickering and misdirection." - Lodge also expressed his .. 

, worry about_ Khanh '.s reorganization and informed Khanh that 
. 

"preparatory work was going on in Washington about Viet-Nam 

11/ Department of State -Telegram 2253·; June 12, 196L~ 
(5ECR1!:T=EJCDIS), _ 
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• 
... but these activities must not be upset by news of 

more changes in Viet-Nam which would give a further im-
12/

pression of instability._" - At Lodge's urging, K.hanh 

promised to give Lodge sufficient advance notice of any 

changes and a list of all principal pers_onnel involved; he 

also said he would make proper public preparations for any
. .... 

13/
reorganization moves.-

Despite its support for Khanh personally, the United 

States had cont~nued to urge Khanh to coope~ate with Minh 

to enlist the latter's suppor~ for the GVN as a whole. 

Such cooperation was not achieved, however, and by Jqly 

,, Khanh was complaining openly of Minh 's opposition to n:f.m. 

He also ai"leged Minh was maneuvering with other•military and 

political figures against -him. 

The Embassy was concerned that Khanh's political posi­

tion was aeteriorating. To bolster Khanh's position, 

Ambassador Taylor noted to him on:July 24 that "the US 

12/ From Saigon, Telegram 2459, June 12, 1964 
'(SEC!t:El' =EYES ONLY) I 

· 13/ Ibid. 
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Government could not contemplate consequences of another 

change in government He, Khanh, must refuse to be dis-

couraged . . . and carry on." Khanh rep lied the United States 

could help him in two ways: (1) • get word aroLmd that the 

United States condemns any more changes in_government; and 

(2) talk to General Khiem and other military_ lea'ders about 
14/

the nefarious effect of politics in the armed forces.-

The Department ~pproved· this course of. action.and told Taylor 

"you may in your discretion sotmd Khanh out--whether he wishes 

us to dissociate ourselves further· from Minh and whether he 

support in taking tough line against Dalat gener-nee~s our 

On August 3, Taylor again assured Khanh the 

Un{ted States was solidly·behind him~ Khanh said he was 

considering some move against Minh and wanted to know how 

the United States would react. Taylor said "We Americans 

14/ From Saigon, Telegram 203, July 24, 1964 
iSECKEI EXDIS). , 

15/ I.e., the five generals Khanh had arrested on 
January 30 and later had confined in Dalat. 
Department of State Telegram 245, July 25, 1964 
'-{SECRET-EXDIG) 
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had been happy to see Minh brought into government . . . to 
~ 

contribute to creating the national unity so badly needed 

If, as Khanh insisted, Minh was not a he ~p but a 
· . 16/

hindrance to Lmity, we had no further interest in him." -
!_ 

Taylor had some doubts about the GVN under Khanh but 

saw no alternative to him at that time. On August 10 he 

told the Department "Best thing that can be said about the 

present Khanh Government is that it has lasted six months 

and has about a 50-50 chance of lasting out.the year al­

though probably not without·some changed faces in the 

cabinet ... There is no one in_ sight who could do better 

than Khanh ... " Taylor recommended the Un:i.ted States shouid 

1_7_/
"do everything possible to bolster:the Khanh Government." 

16/ From Saigon , Telegram 
(~!CR~I-~XOI~). ---

286, August 3, 1964 

l)_/ From Saigon, Telegram 
(SECREI-E2{Ble) 

' 
377, August 10, 1964 
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3. The Vung Tau Charter • 

Immediately following the Tonkin Gulf incidents in· 

early August 1964, Khanh moved to consolidate his political 

position. On August 7 he issued an emergency decree giving 

him a legally freer hand in exercising executive power. On 

August 8 Khanh informed our Embassy's Political Counselor 

that, as a logical follow-up to his ·assumption of emergency 

powers, he inte:nded to promulgate a·provisional constitution 

within a few weeks and.to establish'a new provisional 
18/

government.-

... On August 14, in the se-'lside resort town of Vung Tau, 

Khanh showed.Taylor and other Embassy officers a rough 

translation of the new constitution. They found it brusque 

in language and suggested to Khanh that in its present form 

it would raise criticism in the United States and in the 

world press. At Khanh 's invitation; the Embassy'$ Political 

Counselor and Executive. Secretary of th~ US Mission Council 

18/ From Saigon, Telegram 355, August 8, 1964 
-tCONE IDJ!:NTIAL-LIMOIS) _ 
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met with the constitutional drafting commission to discuss 

the-document. They made several,suggestions to the com­

mission, such as making clearer the new charter's 

provisional nature, stipulating that the military's assump­

tion of authority would be relinquished as_conditions 

permitted, and spelling out in more detail the rights of 

citizens. They also noted the whole document would be con­

sidered an unduly permanent formalization of a military 

takeover, and therefore careful 'p~blic preparation was 
19/

needed if this was to be done smoothly.-

Khanh stressed the need fo~- urgency and said there was 

no time to receive professional legal advice from Washington. 

The Embassy, therefore, decided that its best efforts should 

be devoted to making the wording of the charter less brusque 

and to assisting the GVN in public• relations measures ex­

plaining the necessity for this sprt· of change. Taylor 

stated, 'Whether we like it or not, this is ·the constitu-
; 

tional form which the MRC fully intends to impose, and we 

19/ From Saigon, Telegram 415, August 15, 1964 
i'5ECRET-LlMD.tS)-r-o,-
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4 • • 20/ 
see no alternative but tq make. the· best of it." - The 

. 
Depart_ment concurred with the Embassy's approach in attemp-

• . • 21/ 
ting to effect changes in the proposed charter.-

K.hanh explained to Taylor that the new governmental 

system might well eliminate Minh from a top leadership 

position and asked Taylor's help in persuading Minh to be 

amenable to the new charter. Taylor told him "that ... as 

in the past I would do my best but doubted Minh could be 

brought to view impending events with any enthusiasm." He 

urged Khanh "to inform Minh of current planning in effort 
• 22/ 

to make him a responsible participant.~• -

On August 16 the new charter was promulgated. The 

Embassy.folmd the final version much improved in tone and 
' . 

language over the original draft and substantially revised 

to reflect in large measure the suggestions ·made by the 
) 

I 

20/ Ibid~ 
·, ' 

21/ Department of State Telegram 446, August 15, 
1964 ·(SECRE!-LIMDIS) . 

22/ From Saigon, Telegram 419, August 15, 1964 
'(5!CRE'f ,LIHDIS) . ; 
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Embassy Political Cotmselor and Mission Executive Secretary
•

23/
in Vung Tau on August 14.-

The Vung Tau Charter, as the new constitution was called, 

was based on the presidential system a~d provided for only 

one executive officer, who would replace both the Chief of 

State and the Prime Minister and who was. electe.d by the NRG. 

The MR.C also would select members of the Provisional National 

Assembly as well as the President of the High Council of 

Judges. The MRC elected Khanh President with 50 of the 58 

votes cas"t. 

The Embassy had misgivings about the in·evitable slow-

down within the GVN as a ·result of the change, and also about 

Khanh's ability to install a new cabinet, provisional assembly, 

and judicial organs withirt the;one-m,onth deadline called for 

in the Charter. However, the Embassy saw t~e Charter as 

having severa 1 worthwhile aspects. It ·provided the first· 

legal basis for government and the first formal plan for 

succession since the .overthrow of Diem. It did away with 

. 23/ From Saigon, Te le gram· 441, August ·16, 19 64 
(CONF'IDEN112\L = LIMI53) . 

SEGRgT EX1JI5 



27 

the ministerial system and placed Cabinet members under 
• 

greater executive discipline. It provided a provisional 

assembly to give politicians an opportLmity to participate 

constructively in government, if they so chose. The Embassy 

suggested a public US stance that the "recent emergency de-

crees and provisional constitution respond to ·n_eeds of-~ ___ 

situation as seen by MR.C and provide Khanh and hfs govern­

ment with better institutional framework for prosecuting 
24/ 

-war more vigorously." - . 

Almost immediately Khanh.found himself the target of 

violent criticism from Buddhist, student, an~ political 

groups. The Charter was widely interpreted as an effort to 

consolidate military control of the GVN and as an indication 

of more stringent control ·of the population to come. Initial 

resistance was led by students advocating c~vilian and 

democratic government, but leadership of the opposition was 

quickiy asserted by Buddhist leaders who had i~ fact already 
. 

launched a campaign of opposition .to the GVN. Previously-

24/ -From Saigon, Telegram 464, August 18, 1964 
"fSECRETI»IMDIS) 
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scheduled Buddhist 
4 

demonstrations commemorating the 1963 

struggle against Diem were turned into anti-Khanh, anti­

Vung Tau Charter rallies. 

On August 24, Taylor called.on Khanh to impress on him 

the US view of the seriousness of the situation and to·en­

courage him to take certain actions. Khanh ag:r:eed to 'I'.,c~.ylor's •­

recommendations and said he would (1) announce hi·s new gov­

ernment within the week; (2) meet the Buddhist leadership 

to hear its complaints and to enlist their help in forming 

a government; (3) announce that he was prepared to meet cer­

tair.. student demands, such as ·limiting press· censorship 

•
and relaxing curfew hours; and (4) issue orders to the police 

to restore order and to prevent further violations of law by 

the demonstrators. ·Taylor told Khanh the Embassy would under­

take to explain to Washington that the situation, while 

serious, was not falling apart and to tell the ~uddhists that 

the US Government had "no -sympathy for their divisive machina-

11 
25/

tions . -

25/ From Saigon, Telegram 541, August 24, 1964 
fSECRE I - LIMflIS) . 
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His professed firmness notwithstanding, the next day 

Khanh personally cbnfronted a crowd of some 10,000-15,000 

outside his office and was forced to agree tentatively to 

the demonstrators' demands for revocation· of the Charter, 

dissolution of the MRC, and return ·of governmental control 

to civilian hands. That night he called. ·a "rump" session 

of the MR.C to confirm his concessions to the crowd, and the 

gro_up grudgingly concurreq. 

A full mee.ting of the MRC was • scheduled for August 26. 

Amid reports that that body might vote to -displace Khanh 

completely, before the meeting Taylor sent word to Minh and 
~ . • 

several other generals that the United Stat'es ·wanted no 

change in government and that· "our candidate was ·Khanh." 

Taylor reported to the Department "It was my conviction, in 

taking these actions, that the United States could not possi­

bly afford confusion that would result from loss of ~hanh, 

that internal maneuvers had to be stopped somewhere, and that 
. -

J:j_/ 
Khanh is indeed the best bet we have in current circumstances." 

26/ From Saigon, Telegram 559, August 26 ., 1964 
(SECK~I - ~XDIS). 
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The MRC showed considera~le reluctance to confirm the 

demands Khanh had acceded to the day before, and the day's 

/ 
/ 

session broke up without any decision reached. That 

evening Khanh met with Taylor and Deputy Ambassador Johnson 

to outline his ideas on how governmental control could be 

27/
transferred to civilian hands as he had promised the crowds.-

The next day, August 27, the _MRC abrogated the Vung Tau 

Charter, dissolved itself, and provided for the transfer of 

power to civilian control within 2 months' time. Rather 

thnn renaming Khanh exclusively as Chief Executive, however, 

-
the MRC established a triumvirate ·composed of Generals Hinh, 

...._,, 
Khanh, and Khiem to fm1ction as an Executive during the 

transition period. 

!:]_I Saigon Airgram A-496 ,, 
i 

December 29, 1964· 
(CONFIDENTIAL). 
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4. Transition to Civilian Government 

./
/ 

The Vung Tau Chart.er episode proved that the existing 

military leadership was incapable of ruling the country 

effectively by itself, as it had more or less done since 

Diem's overthrow. The triumvirate reflected the deep divi­

sions within the military, divisions which Gould be (and 

were) successfully exploited by·the various non-military 

political groups. The leadership had shown it was neither 

unified enough to remain above these groups nor strong enough 

····-'- to prevent them from creating political dis_ruptior:i. ~t was 

clear that a substantial degree of civilian participation 

was required for a return of political stability. United 

States efforts during this period were thus devoted to en­

couraging the smooth transition to a p~ovis_ional civilian 

government as promised by the MRC. 

The most immediate problem was to get Khanh and the 

military leadership to keep the GVN going in the interim 

transition period. On August 28, Khanh had flmvn off to 

Dalat for a •·•rest," and Deputy Premier Nguyen Xuan Oanh 

--!OP SECRET - .HKJ;)IS 
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announced he was "caretaker" Prime Minister while Khanh was 

in Dalat. The ensuing confusion as to who was actually in 
/ 

/ 
charge of the GVN threatened to increase the already sub­

stantial disruption of GVN activities. The United States 

had n_o confidence in Oanh's ability to run the GVN effec­

_tively, and on August 31 Taylor and Deputy Ambassador 

Johnson went to Dalat to urge Khanh to return to Saigon 

quickly and to take other measures giving evidence that he 

cou ld s t i• 11 govern th e ••coun t _ry. Taylor told Khanh that ";f• 

he can give such evidence, the United Stat"es. is .still behind 

him. If we ever become· ·convinced that he cannot lead his 
·, 

• " 28 Icountry to yictory, he can no longer count upon us. -

The Department approved Taylo_r 's line with Khanh, 

pointing out the "urgent necessity ... to get Khanh back 

into action and rehabilitate his prestige if possible."· The 

Department also offered for Taylor's use a suggested lette•r 

from President Johnson to Khanh urging him to ·return to 

28/ From Saigon, Telegram 684, Aug_ust 31, 1964 
. (~OP SECRET - L!MDIS).. 
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\_ ...... 
429/

Saigon.- The letter as finally drafted reflected US con-

cern over the importance of the transition period and the 

need for a more stable political structure afterward: "I 

am impressed with the importance of the period between now 

and October 27 in determining the future of your country. 

From here, the problem appears to fall into two_ parts. The 

first is the need to establish means which will develop a 

national consensus concerning the form of a future and en­

during government structure for the Republic of Viet-Nam. 

The second is ... to restore national morale by exhibiting 
• 30/

tangible success against the Viet Cong." - (Because Khanh 
I 

retun1ed to Saigon shortly, Taylor felt the letter was not 

needed and it was never delivered.) 

• Khanh returned from Dalat Septe~ber 4 and neld a press· 

conference to llllveil publicly his ideas on the evolution of 

civilian government. As outlined to Taylor and Johnson 

29/ Department of State Telegram 567, August 31, 
1964 ~EC!t!T - EXDI8) . """-

30/ Department of State Telegram 584, September 2, 
_1964 {SECRET - EXDIS) , 
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previously on August 25, his plan involved the formation 

o_f a coLmcil of personalities to decide within the two-month 

transition period, on the form of a new GVN) which_ would th2n 

be established and hold office provisionally Lmtil a per-

manent constitution could be approved by the entire electorate 

in a referendwn. Khanh envisaged that the provisional 

government woL1ld be divided into· three branches -- executive, _ 

legislative, and judicial -- with separation of powers. The 

·-------·--···legislative branch would have the additional task of drafting 

the permanent constitution. 

On September 9 the full triumvirate held a press con­

ference and formally published two decrees: one assigned 
.. 

Minh powers that made him de facto Chief of State with 

responsibility for convoking the Rig~ National Council 

(i.e., the council of personalities called for by Khanh), the 

other established the High National Council and charged it 

with drafting a provisional charter and· organizing a provi­

sional national assembly. 

On September 13, dissatisfied junior ARVN officers, 

EXDIS 
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·mostly Northern Catholics, mounted an unsuccessful coup 

against the existing military leadership. Deeply disturbed 

•1 by this further dissension among the armed forces and by the 
,/ 

picture of political instability it displayed, the United 

States strongly expressed its disapproval of the coup 

leaders' actions and its unqualified· support for the 

established process of transition to civilian government. 

Secretary Rusk instructed Taylor to make the "strongest 

--·--private representations to all key· personalities ; .. that 

there not be internecine ·war within South Vietnamese armed 

foi.-ces ... , that latest events had created an appallir1..g im­

pression abroad ... , and that the United States has not 

provided massive assistance to South Viet-Nam ... in order 

to subsidize continuing quarrels among South Vietnamese 

leaders." The Secretary also wished it noted that" ... 

General Minh should be permitted to continue with his task 

of constituting a council of representatives.••· which can 

get to work on the constitution of a government. . . . In 

this preparatory stage we believe the triumvirate with 

Prime Minister Khanh, General Minh and General Khiem should 

TOP SECRET 
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continue· to direct affair_s ... ". The Secretary voiced tota 1 

disapproval of the· coup group and said that "US support for 

the GVNis based on the triumvirate and its·efforts to bring 
31/

about a broadly-based and e ff ective government. " -

Taylor,.who had just returned from a ~onsultation trip 

to Washington, met Khanh and Minh September 14 and told them 

the consensus in Washington was that byfar the greatest 

problem facing ~outh Viet-Nam was the formation of the pro­

visional government. He noted the previous day's events 

raised even more serious doubts in the United States about 

the -~eliability of our V_ietnamese ally, and said "it would 

be a mistake to coLmt indefinitely on unlimited :ussupport" 

in these circumstances. Khanh and Minh said they understood 

the seriousness of the situation and stated their intention 

to push ahead with their·plans for establishing the provisional 
32/

go~~rnment.-

31/ Department of State Telegram 654, September 13, 
1964 t9ECREt - ExbiS). 

32/ From Saigon, Telegram 857, September 14, 1964 
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Taylor and the Mission also communicated ~he Secretary's 

position to other high GVN officials, civilian. politicians, 

military officers, religious leader.s, and local press repre­

sentatives in the next few days. •• The coup was unsuccessful, 

at le~st partly because of US disapproval, and the trium­

virate was able to continue toward greater civilian rule as 

·planned. On September 26, Minh presented the High National. 

Cotmcil to the nation,'and the group began its deliberations. 

At this time the US Mission had.begun·a reassessment 

of Khanh's capabilities. Noting that US support .• had helped 

sustain him in power during the crit.ical preceding two months, 

Taylor raised the question whether he was worth such support 

now. Reviewing Khanh's assets and liabilities and the cur­

rent political scene in Saigon, Taylor concluded that the 

United States should continue first of all to press for a 

satisfactory solution by way of the High National Council, 

, i.e., estabtishment of a prime ministerial rather than a 

presidential system in which Khanh ~ould retain leadership 

·of the military but not be the nation's chief executive. 

Taylor also recommended that the United States be prepared 

- 'fOP SECR:E'f r:XflI8 
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"to drop Khanh if he gets into irreparable trouble" in the
• 

transition period and view Minh "as a short-term substitute 

/ for Khanh." 33/ 

Through most of October, the Mission consulted closely 

with the High National Council on the form of a new govern­

ment and in assuring there was adequate communication between 
.. 

the various· political groupings, -- i.e., the· military, 

the religious groups, and the Cotmcil itself. On October 11, 

------Taylor stressed to the Council the necessity for a strong 

and stable government which would endure for a considerable 

period, the need for close cooperation bet~een the ci?ilian 

and the military, and the fact that the United States had no 

preconceived notions as to particular· forms of government 

or personalities. Taylor·n~ted the Council was more cohesive 

and practical-minded than he had originally expected, and ·was 

thinking in terms of a prime ministerial system under a Chief 

33/ From Saigon, Telegram 972, September 28, 1964 
('fOP SECRET - EXDIS) ~ 
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34/
of State.- On October 12, Taylor discussed the Council's 

ideas.with Khanh, who was generally in agreement. In dis­

cussing personalities involved, Taylor noted his preference 

for a civilian prim~ minister and a role for both Khanh and 

Minh, one as Commander-in-Chief of RVNAF and the other as 

Chief of State or vice-versa. Khanh stated that he preferred 
• • · 35/ 
the· military role.-

The Department commented that Khanh should play a leading 

----role in--·the new GVN, "ideally····as chief exe·c·utive ~~ .. " or at 

least 11 
••• as leader of Army with co-equal position to civi-

lians in a government." The Department said "it should be 

made clear that the United States does not.support Minh as 

361powerful chief executive~" Taylor answered that he be­

lieved the Mission had successfully persuaded the Council 

34/. From Saigon, Telegram 1108, October 12, 1964 
-(3!CREI • LIWQIS), 

35/. From Saigon 1109, October 12, 1964 
--€BECltl!:T= LIHBIS) • 

36/ Department of State Telegram 859, October 18, 
1964 ETOP SECRET iXDI8) 
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toward an a·cceptable arrangement which would place Minh in 

the figurehead position of Chief of State and leave the real 

.. power to be exercised by the Prime Minister (a civilian as 

yet unknown) and the Cornmander-in.-Chief of the RVNAF, i.e., 

Khanh. Taylor believed this was preferable to trying to 

retain Khanh in his existing role as Prime Minister. Taylor 

also noted the inherent difficulties a dual m{litary­

civilian system might entail, and he stated his intention to 

work for a civilain.prime minister "with strong andwell­

defined powers with Khanh as Commander-in-Chief and perhaps 

also Minister· of Defense· or Deputy Prime Minister for -.....-
• 37I 

"11 

Pacification." -

The H~gh National Council" published its provisional 

Charter,on October 20, 1964. It provided for three branches 

of government, with separation of powers and several checks 

and balances to protect against the asc_endancy of any· one 
. . 

of the branches; however, it did not resolve completely the 

37/ From Saigon, Telegram 1183, October 19, 1964 
.('f'OF 8:ECRE'f =EXDIS). 
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w 
problem of military 

4 

vs. civilian control, leaving unclear 

certain powers regarding control of the armed forces. Un­

able to complete the task of choosing a new national assembiy 

by the October 27 deadline, the Council assigned to itself 

provisional legislative powers. On October 24, the Council 

chose its chairman, Phan Khac Suu, to become Viet-Nam's 

first Chief of State under the Provisional Charter. The 

triumvirate relinquished governmental control to him on 

October 26, and Suu in turn named Saigon Mayor Tran Van··Huong 

as Prime Minister. -Huong·was _confirmed by the High National 

Council on October 31. The transition to a new GVN had been 

accomplished on schedule, with an essentially civilian gov-
.. 

ernment installed on the most legitimate constitutional 

basis since the overthrow-of Diem almost exactly a year 

earlier. 

TOP SECRET-- EX~rs. 
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5. US Support for Civilian •Government 

The Huong Government faced two serious problems: 

(1) overcoming political opposition which quickly developed 

against the new GVN on the part of several minor "out" 

political figures and Buddhist and student groups; and (2) 

maintaining the support of the militarr. leadership and 

sufficient control over it to be able to govern effectively. 

The United Stat~s, determined to.see the new civilian gov­

en1ment succeed in restoring·political stability so that 

further measures to prosecute ·the war could be undertaken, 

supported Huong ~l;llly in his,·attempts to deal with these 

problems. 

On November 9, ~hen Huong asked him whether further 

actions against the North were contemplated, Taylor replied 

II ... reciprocal responsibilities were involved. On the GVN 

side it was essential that a stable goven1ment be .established 

cqpable of directing the affairs of the nation Should 

his government demonstrate that it is capable of achieving 

satisfactory degree of governmental stability and effective­

ness, a wider range of possibilities would undoubtedly be 

SEGRE'F -. EXDrs 
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·Open for discussion. In the meantime he could count on con-
Iii •

tinued US support." 

I 
/ The opposition elements mounted anti-demonstrations in 

Saigon and also attempted to pres_s their demands on Chief of 

State Suu, the High National Council, and within the military. 

When demonstrations in Saigon threatened disorder in late 
"-. .. 

November, Huong cracked dmvn firmly on the demonstrators. 

Concerned about the di~ruption further changes could cause 

. -~nd__ with character sincerity the~~-~~-\1?.~-:_~~sed the and of 

opposition, the Un'ited States made clear to Suu, the Council, 

the military, and political leaders of various groups that 

the United States backed Huong's action and his position as 

the legally·-chosen head of the new civilian government~ 

On November 25, Deputy Ambassador Johnson told Suu "that 

Huong was Suu's appointee and that Suu, Huong, and the High 

National Council must function as a team." He stressed to 

Suu that discussions were getting under way in Washington to 

38/ From Saigon, Telegram 1452, November 10, 1964 
-(glc~ET - EXnI~). 
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determine fLmdamental decisions~ on future US policy toward 

Viet-Nam, and said "I could give no assurance of outcome if, 

as result of few noisy minority· elements, goven1ment over­

thrown before it even had opportunity to get to work." When 

Suu a~ked whether changes. should be made in the government, 

Johnson replied 11 there was in our view no reason to 

• change the government. On the contrary the -government shou~d 

be supported by all coricerned." 
39/
- Johnson also conveyed 

the same message to key Council 
40/

members.-

Strain between the civilian and military leadership also 

developed early in the Huong regime. Huong suspected Khanh 

of wishing to Lm·dermine the new civilian government and re­

establish himself in power. Huong also suspected Khanh w~s 

at least partly behind some .of the groups in violent opposi­

tion to the GVN. Other military leaders were al~o dis­

trustful of the civilians' ability to cope with the political 

From Saigon, Telegram 1635, November 25, 1964 
(SECRET LIHDIS) . 
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disturbances, and some felt Hu~ng was too inflexible in 

dealing with opposition elements, particularly the Buddhists. 

US efforts were devoted to getting the army to participate 
.....·• l'< . 

responsibility in the legal civilian government and coop-

erate with it rather than staying apart from it and working 

separately outside of it. 

In early November, Khanh had pushed through certain 

decrees reorganizing the RVNAF High Command and giving the 

armed forces wide separate powers over mobilization of re­

sources and, in effect, by-passing much of the c_ivilian GVN 

----,-. structure. Taylor persuaded Khanh to modify the decrees 

somewhat and reemphasized the US desire to see closer 

military-civilian cooperation. On November 10, he told 

Khanh "The army as the miiitary arm of the government was an 

organic part of it and not something that could be· detached ... 

The military leaders should share a sense of responsibility 

and lend their encouragement and support to the inexperienced 

411civilian ministers now faced with a herculean task." 

41/ ·From Saigon, Telegram.1460, November 10, 1964 
·-tBECl'tEl' E)ffiIS)A I 
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During this period the Uni~ed States also began to 

encourage the Vietnamese in development of permanent poli-. 

tical institutions. The Embassy felt some caution was 

necessary in encour~ging elections of a National Assembly 

too soon, but concluded that a fully-elected Assembly was 

preferable to an appointed or partially-appointed one. The 

Embassy advised the High National Council, whose task it was 

to establish the Assembly and write an electoral law for it, 
42/

along these lines.-

In early December after his return from another con­

sult~tion trip to Washington, Taylor again reaffirmed US 

support for the transition to civilian government and US 

concern about continuing political instability in South 

Viet-Nam. He reported he had told all significant Viet­

namese leaders of US "admiration for orderly course ... in 

selecting and installing civilian government and US respect 

42/ From Saigon, Telegram 1563, November 20, ·1964 
(CONEID~!IAL - ~XBIS) I ' 
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for Prime Minister Huong and his government." He also ex-
• 

pressed US dismay that the GVN was lmder attack "by critics 

df uncertain motivation." He stated ."My government ... is 

more convinced than ever that political stability is essen­

tial for effective use of existing levels of us·assistance 

and is indispensable to any consideration of any _further 
43/

increase in its· commitments.".-

4-3/ From Saigon, Telegram 1750, December 8, 1964 
{COHFIDEN"fD\L - LIH15 I&:) , -
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6. Military-Civilian Conflict: Resumption of 1-'lilitary 
Primacy 

/
/ 

The. prospects for increased political stability and 
. . . .. 

further ·progress toward legitimate constitutional government 

were rudely set back on the night of December 19-20, when the 

armed forces unilaterally dissolved the High National Council 

and arrested most of its members. The immediate cause was . 

the Council's attempt to prevent the involuntary retirement 

of 40 olde-r genera.ls and colonels, including General Minh, 

as proposed by Khanh and the younger_ generals. The latter 

considered the Council's position an unacceptable challenge 

to the military's power, and_ the action reopened wide the 

basic civil-military split which had been kept more or less 

below the surfa<?e since the·previous September. 

The United States was profoundly disturbed over this 

latest setback to South Viet-Nam's political viability and 

' took a strong position against the military's action. Taylor 

reported that the generals had 11felt no reluctance in acting 

without consultation with US representatives and in dis­

regarding our advice on important matters once we became 

SECRET EXDIS 
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aware of developments Perhaps.most serious of all is 
• 

the deliberate disregard of the message which I brought 

from Washington ... that continued and increased .US aid for 

South Viet-Nam depended upon governmental stability and 
. • II 44/

evidence of national unity. -

On the mon·ling of December 20, Taylor met ~vith Genera ls 

Ky, .Thieu, Thi and Admiral Cang. He reported to the Depart­

ment "I very forcefully expressed my disappointment in the 

... - action they had taken, making it clear they. had jeopardized 

US support in everything they.had been seeking and asked 

for their explanations." Ky explained their actions as having 

been designed to remove disruptive elements in the High 

National Council and to strengthen unity. Taylor pointed out 

that they had usurped power, and th_e. world would see this 

simply as a military coup. If Huong and Suu were to remain 

in office, they would be viewed only as military puppets. He 

strongly urged that they seek some way to annul the dissolu­

tion of the High National Council and that they cancel their 

44/ From Saigon, Telegram 1877, December 20, 1964 
-(SEC~ET - EXDI5). 
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45/ 
press conference sche_duled for that· afternoon. - However,

• 

the generals held their press conference as scheduled, at 

which General Thi annow1ced the dissolution of the High 

National Council . 

. That evening, Taylor and Johnson called on Huong, who 

at that point was prepared to accept the military's actions 

as a. fait accompli. After they had pointed out to Huong 

some of the implications, however, he appeared convinced of 

the need of his -gaining "some kind of understanding with the 
46/

military before agreeing to remain in office." - Taylor 

suggested four conditions Huong should exact as a price for 
< 

staying in office: (1) he should not accept the legality of 

the military's decree purporting to dissolve the High National 

Council; (2) he shouid agree to revamp the membership of the 

High National Council or to accept an analogous committee 

under a different name; (3) the military should release 

immediately to the custody ·of the governnient all prisoners 

From Saigon, Telegram 1870, December 20, 1964 
. (CONEIDEN!IAL LI~ffiI3). 

From Saigon, Telegram 1877, December 20, 1964 
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they had taken; and (4) there ~hould·be a specific under­

taking by the military to support his government, including 
/ 

a willingness to participate and share responsibility in it. 

Taylor also told Huong to "say bluntly to Khanh and the 

military that we have lost confidence in either a true 

.military dictatorship or a military dictatorship behind the 

facade of a civilian goven1ment and under such circumstances 

there was real doubt the US Government could continue to 
_ 47/

support the GVN.-. 

The following morning, Taylor and Johnson told Khanh 

that. because of the military's action, "the US Government 

would find_it very difficult, if not impossible, to cooperate 

under these circumstances . 11 Taylo~:- told Khanh that because 

he took responsibility for what the generals had done, "he 
• 48/

had lost my confidence." - Khanh then asked the Ambassador 

if he should retire from his present position, and Taylor 

47/ From Saigon, Telegram 1874, December 20, 1964 
(CONFIDp:tiff'IAL LH@IS) , 

48/ From Saigon, Telegram 1881, December 21, 1964 
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replied that he should. In di~cussing various courses which 

Khanh might take, Taylor said Khanh might remain if the Prime 

Mi~ister so desired and -if the military were to accept cer­

tain conditions such as the withdrawal of their illegal 

decree dissolving the High National Council, the transfer 

of_ their political prisoners to the government, and the 

acceptance of responsibility for and participation in the 

Huong 
49/

Government.-

The Department backed Taylor's belief that Huong's 

position must be strengthened·and the military brought back. 
50/

into line.- As possible leverage against the generals, 

the Department suggested that the United States let it be 

known it was withholding approval of all pending lh1ited 

States assistance actions. In addit~on, several steps aimed 

specifically at the military were suggested 1 such as sus­

pending certain US-directed operati~ns, ~xpressing US 

di'ssatisfaction through the advisor network, and temporarily 

49/ From Saigon, Telegram 1881, December 21, 1964 
.=(fuP SECREI - E2ffiI8) . • 
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• suspending non-crucial logistical airlifts.·· • The Department,
• 

however, rejected cutting essential POL and direct military 

supplies, as well as suspending or interrupting the Com­

mercial Import Program. Both these actions, it was felt, 

would have adverse effects since they would primarily affect 

civilian confidence in the Huong 
51/

Government.-

On December. 23, Huong reported to Taylor and Johnson 

that Khanh was willing· to accept all conditions except the 

most important the nullification of the military's action 

in abolishing the High National CoLmcil. Hu_ong ,. Vien and Suu 

had agreed to reject Khanh's terms even though the govern­

ment might. fall as a consequence. As an assurance of 

American support, Taylor gave Huong a· US statement which in 

part said: ''As we have· repeatedly made clear, a duly con­

stituted government exercising full power on the_ basis of 

-national tmity, and without improper interference from any 

group, is the essential condition for a successful prosecution 

51/ Department of.State Telegram 1320, 
December 21, 1964 CfO!i SECltEI - EK9IS) 
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·of the effort to defeat the Viet Cong and is the basis of 
52/

US support for that effort.-

/ In response to indications that General Khanh was 

moLmting an anti-American, anti-Taylor campaign and intended 

to pressure Huong into asking for Ambassador Taylor's re­

moval, the Department urged that an effort be made to "defuse 

the issue of personality" and keep in the fQreground the basic 

53/
issue of effective unity in South Viet-Nam.- The Depart-

__ment_ instruc_ted Taylor that if Huong were presented by the 

military with a demand to declare him (Taylor) persona~ 

grata, he was to advise Huong that as Ambassador he had "been 

acting with the full support of the United States Government 

and that any acceptance of such a demand or hesitation in 

rejecting it would make it ~irtually impossible for the 

United States to continue to support the GVN effort." If 

necessary, he was to inform Huong that he was giving this 

advice on direct orders of the President. If Huong were to 

52/ Department 
1964. 

of State Telegram 1328, December 22, 

53/ Department of State 
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insist on proceeding, the Embassy was instructed to ask if 
• 

the GVN desired to.break relations and if so how they 

estimated their capability to proceed without US support. 

If Ky and the other generals were unaware of the policy line 

Taylor had brought back _from Washington, this should be used 

with them now to ·offset any impression of American negative-
54/ 

ness and to bring them around.-

On December: 25, Taylor replied "Responsible leaders of 

GVN do not desire to break relations with the United States 

and know they cannot win without us. However, they cannot 

control generals who for the moment seem completely irres-

ponsible." Further, "Huong has neither moral nor physical 

stamina to undertake ... assignment" of personally taking _on 

the military singlehandedly. The Ambassador pointed out 

that Ky and the other generals were thoroughly aware of the 

US policy line regarding additional US actions and support, 

which he had conveyed to them on December 8. Taylor recom­

mended as a course of action that instead of pressing Huong 

54/ Department of State Telegram 13L~7, December 24, • 
1964 (~OP ~EGRET EXBIS). 
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• to reject immediately Khanh's demands for ousting him (Taylor),
• 

an ad h££committee consisting of a representative of the US 
/ 

Embassy, a representative of Huong, and a representative of 

General Khanh be set up to look into the complaints of the 
55/

generals.- The Department agreed with this proposal, but 

felt the committee should 9iscuss "all possible sources of 

misLmderstanding" and not merely "complaints of generals." 

The United States must· focus on the point that the military 

role must be related to national unity in South Viet-Nam 

and could not be exercised to undermine the e;ove.rnment 's 

56/
power.-

In the meantime_, the United States moved to lll.1.dercut 

Khanh's extreme stand by explaining the US position directly 

to. his military colleagues.. General Throckmorton, Deputy 

Commander of }'1'.ACV,cal led on Genera ls Ky and Thi_eu and on 

Admiral Cang on Christmas Day to allay any misunderstandings 

55/ From Saigon, Telegram 1939, December 25, 1964 
-(!OP SECRET - EXLfS) C -
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which might have arisen as a result of their meeting with 

Taylor on December 20. He also stated that Taylor had not 
/

/ 

demanded that Khanh leave the COlmtry but had only· replied 

positively to Khanh's own suggestion. Throckmorton said 

the United States was not trying to replace Khanh·with 

Minh, and Taylor would be willing to meet with the ger1erals 

to clear up any misunderstanding. Finally, he noted that 

the military's demand that action be ,taken against Taylor 

left Huong and Suu_ only the_ options .of resigning or de­

claring the Ambassador persona B:.2£grata -- an action which 

would make it virtually impossible for the United States 

to continue its support.· Ky I s reaction was that Throck­

morton' s statements strengthened h~s suspicions that Khanh 

had lied to the Generals. Thi.eu said his misunderstandings 

had been clarified and that he felt that meetings should be 

arranged between Taylor and Khanh, and Taylor and the 
57/

generals.-

57/ From Saigon, Telegram 1955, December 26, 1964 
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On December 26, Taylor an~ Johnson met with Huong and 

suggested that an ad hoc deputies group be appointed to dis­

cuss the problem. Huong with "visible eagerness" said he 

would discuss such a group with Suu and Vien. He also 

asked what guarantee of US support. he could coLL.-it on if 

K.hanh were to move in and take over; to this the Ambassador 

said that he personally doubted the US Government would feel 

it could cooperate with a military government headed by Khanh, 

and asked whether this were the kind of assurance he would 

like to have. Huong replied that he was not asking for such 

an assurance at this time. Taylor suggested to the Depart­

ment that it consider authorizing him, if Huong did request 

some assurances, to state "The US Government would find it 

impossible to cooperate with any government headed or con-

trolled by General Khanh." 
58/ 
-

By December 28, the misunderstanding between Khanh and 

the generals and Taylor seemed to be abating. The ad hoc 

committee of deputies made up of Deputy Premier Oanh, 

58/ From Saigon, Telegram 1952, December 26, 1964 
ilUP SiCRET- EXD15). 
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• General Thieu, Admiral Cang and Deputy Ambassador Johnson, 

met on December 30 to discuss the December 20 meeting Taylor 

/ 
/ 

had with the four generals and his December 21 meeting with 

Khanh. At the instance of Oanh and Thieu the question of 

working out a solution to the governmental cris·is arising 

from the military's actions was also added to the agenda. 

Johnson was able to explain l'aylor's disappointment with the 

general's action of December 20; and that matter was con-

-··--·----sidered--closed. On the governmental question, Johnson 

explained the rationale of the US position and t_he problems 

it presented for us in our cooperation with Viet-Nam. He 

stressed that the United States did not seek to dictate what 

Viet-Nam should do and did not allege· there was any single 

answer, "although all we had been' able to think of was a 

-~~versal of the dissolution of the High National Council 

either by the military itself or by the military acquiescing 

in a statement by the government not recognizing the ·-regality·-

• of the December 20 action.-
59/ 

59/ From Saigon, Telegram 1999, December 30, 
1964 --{SEt;lU:'11= EJEDIS) • 
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1While· Taylor was enc.ouraged by the ad hoc deputies 

meeting, he still foresaw serious go~ernmental crisis until 

the issue -- "fundamental question of whcthe·r armed forces 

are to represent focus of politic.al power outside civil 

government or are ready to subordinate themselves· to gov-

ernment as its military arm" -- was decided.-
60/ 

• 

On December 31, Taylor in contemplating- the possible 

course of future political events_ in.South Viet-Nam, said 

that if the outcome were a military government headed by 

Khanh, "I would feel that it would be impossible for us to 

do business with it." The US effort should be toward 

effecting the best possible compromise. If a military gov­

ernment with Khanh at the head were to emerge, however, 

Taylor suggested a US disengagement from South Viet-Nam, 

the withdrawal of the bulk of American advisors, the reduction 

of }fACV to the status of a MAAG and USOM to an economic-

, bud~etary advisory group; America would continue t·o accept 

responsibility for the air and maritime defense of South 

From Saigon, Telegram 2000, Decernber.31, 
1964 ~ECltE'f = Ext>IS) . -
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Viet-Nam. Phase II (air attac~rn on the DRV) might be used 

to dampen further terrorist attacks, to signal Hanoi and to 
/ 61/

raise dejected spirits in South Viet-Nam.-

On January 9, Johnson met wi'th K.hanh to get his views on 

three_ sets of problems: (1) the outlook for the stability 

and effectiveness of the government; (2) the problem that 

had been created for the American public by ·the reports of 

the anti-American campaign of Khanh and the generals; and 

(3) the impression in the United States that Khanh and the 

generals were more interested in personal politicking than 

in· f~ghting the war. Johnson pointeq out that. by letting the 

military and the government constitute two distinct entities, 

Khanh merely perpetuated the basic situation leading up to 

the December 20 coup. On .Points 2 and 3, Khanh protested a.t 

great length his respect a·nd admiration for the United States 

for all it had done for Viet-Nam and his conviction that 

Viet-Nam had no future without the United States. He had 

61/ From Saigon, Telegram 2910, December 31, 1964-
. ('fOP SECKEl' - 1!:Xf>IS)I . ---

5'.E:CR'.l!I• • EXP IS 

-· 



62 --S-ECitEf- EXDIS 

never said anything 
4 

against the United States, but "if the 
~ 

United States is badly represented here, that is another 

h . 62/
t 1.ng .-

On January 11, the Department told the Embassy that 

chances appeared good that Khanh would soon take over the 

goven1ment, either directly or indirectly. The_ Embassy 

was asked to avoid as much as po~s~ble any action which might 

be seen as _committing the United States one yJay or another. 

Specifically, the Embassy was cautioned to take no early __ 

initiatives to see Khanh, let~ing him come to us if he 

wanted to; but also doing nothing to change the pattern of 
63/

~orking- relations at all levels until the situation clarified.-

Taylor, on January 16, reported the main thrust of the 

Embassy's recent efforts were on two fronts: (1) to attempt 

to integrate the military into the governme~t in a manner 

which gives them a sense of participation and responsibility 

62/ From Saigon, Telegram 2102, January 9, 1965 
{SECREI - LI;.1DI8) . 

63/ Department of State Telegram 1436, January 11, 
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but which does not give them control or veto over civilian 
" 

authority; and (2) to make the US position re political 

stability clear to all political groups. The best course, 

Taylor felt, would be to continue along these lines and 
64/

seek to contain Khanh's ambitions.-

On January 27, Huong and Suu were removed from office 

by the military. Suu told _Taylor the next day that he had 

not resigne.d (as had been announced) but had been overthrown; 

65°/
however, he would be willing to stay on temporarily.-

In the days following Huong and Suu's removal, the 

Embassy received reports of .the military's strong dissatis­

faction with Khanh's political maneuvers and its deep concern 

over his apparent desire to install himself as Chief of 
66/

State.- The Embassy contacted General Ky to convey to him 

a~d the .generals the fact that the United States was in no way 

64/ From Saigon, Telegram 
c(SECR~'f -EXDrS). 

2166·, January 16, 1965 
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propping up General Khanh or ba~king him in any fashion; and 

that the United States shared with him (Ky) and his col-
67/

leagues their concern about the situation.-

In discussing the formation of a new government, the 

Departrnent said that any government which had any hope of 

• success must take into account both the military and the 

Buddhists, a·nd cautioned the ~mbassy against "once again 

getting int.o the position of. trying to shore up a govern-
• · • 68/ 

ment besieged by both military and Buddhists·. 11 
- The 

Embassy pointed out ·that while the military and Buddhist 

Institute leaders (not Buddhists in general) were the pre­

d.ominant elements politically, the military was much more 

important since the Buddhist Institute's strength outside 

the Hue area was essentially superficial~ The Embassy in 

the past had never tried to shore up any goyernment attacked 

by both these elements. The primary US objective should be 

67/ From Saigon, Telegram 2389, February 3, 
.,-f&r:CKEI~ Lll1BIS) 

68/ Department of State Telegram 1677, February 10, 
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to encourage the formation of a government headed by a 

resolute Prime Minister, civilian or military, who has the 

/ 

full support of the armed forces and the will to m.3.intain 

order. However, the United State·s should not encourage the 

forma_tion of a government which was unnecessarily provoca-

22_/
tive to the Buddhist Institute. 

The LmStable situation was resolved on ·February 16-17, 

when Suu was designated as Chief of State and Phan Huy Quat 

as Prime Minister by the Armed Forc~s CoLmcil (a body set 

up by the ·younger generals just prior to taking action 

against the High National Council on December 20). In its 

Declaration No. 4 of February 16, the AFC noted its continued 

11respect for the October 29 provisional charter," estab­

lished a Military-Civilian Council as a "transitional 

legislative body," and promised to convene a nat.ional con­

gress at some future date. It also said the AFC would 

. "return to its military position" once the new executive 

69/ From Saigon, Telegram 2501, February 11, 
1965 E,SECRET LIHDIS) . 
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and legislative was set up but. would also "act as inter­

mediary whenever necessary in order to preserve equilibriun1 

/ 
/ 

until there is a government elected directly by the people. rr 

While the outward appearance of civilian government was 

thus preserved, the events of_ December and January proved 

that the military was still the predominant political eleraent 

in the coLmtry. However, as a result of these events the 

military leadership had finally achieved a relative degree 

of unity among themselves for the first time since- Diem's 

overthrow. On February 20, the AFC voted no-ccnfidenc~ in 

Khanh, and on Fe brua17 25 , _he was given a "roving Am bas -

sadorship" and sent out of the colll1try. Minh had been 

similarly sent out in late October an·d Khiem had already been 

assigned to Washington as·Ambassador since November. The 

"yoLmg turk" generals who remained and assumed full control 

of the RVNAF were a rel~tively cohesive and still politically­

uncommitted group . 

• \ 
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7. The Quat Government 

The reemergence of military predominance in the poli­

tical field coincided with new US_-GVNmoves to step up the 

war, beginning with the launching of regular air strikes 

over North Viet-Nam in early February. These moves tended 

·to overshadow the political situation and divert US attention 

somewhat, but they also helped stabilize the political 

atmosphere within South Viet-Nam at least _temporarily. An 

abortive coun by ce~tain younger (mostly Catholic) officers 

on February 19 was quickly crushed; the military reaffirmed 
,.----. 

its ·support for Suu and Quat and remained relatively in the 

background of South Vietnamese politics for· several months 

thereafter. 

I. The Embassy assessed the new Quat regime as having poten­

tial, but noted it was dominated by Northern and Central 

Vietnamese and pro-Tri Quang Buddhists,as well as being 

subject to military interference. The US Mission spokesman 

said on February 16 "We welcome end of period of interim 

government and look forward to working closely with new 

SECRET EXD1S 
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government headed by Prim~ Minister Phan Huy Quat." 

The United States also continued its efforts to encourage 

development of more permanent political institutions. On 

Feb~uary 19, Taylor discussed with Deputy Premier Tran Van 

Tuyen the prospect of early elections. Tuyen said the GVN 

still had the intention to convoke a national assembly 

through elections at a fairly early date; in the meantime,_ 

the National Legislati~e Council (formerly Military-Civilia~ 

CoLL.1cil) had full legislative powers. Tuyen • also indicated 
71/

the GVN would hold rnlrrl ic ipa 1 e lee t ions .-

_During March the NLC devoted most of its discussions to 

the question of an elected national congress, whose first 

task would be to draft a constitution. On May 27, NLC 

President Pham Xuan Chieu announced the NLC would promulgate 

an election law sometime in June and the elections themselves 

would be held in September or October. On May 30, the promised 

elections for municipal and provincial councils were success­

fully held; some 3.4 million people, or 74 percent of the 

70/ From Saigon, Telegram 2614, February 16, 1965 
. (CON!◄ ' 1DENTIAL) . .. 

11..I From Saigon, Telegram 2660, February 19, 1965 
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' ·registered voters, cast ballots for.these bodies, which were 

largely advisory but also were given certain review powers 

over the actions of local GVN administrators. 

Quat and the military also were able to take a step back 

toward civilian government. On May 6,.the Armed Forces 

Council announced its dissolution, stating its mission of 

stabilizing.•the political situation had been.accomplished and 

expressing confidence in the Quat Government. At the same 

_time, Quat also moved to keep the military engaged in ·th·e-·· 

government by reorganizing the military command to reduce the 

powers of the Commander-in-Chief and expand those of the 

Minwtry of Defense. In this he had the advice and support 

of Taylor 
· 

and Westmoreland.-
72/ 

• Despite its good relations with the military, the Quat 

Government was unable to overcome prevailing regional and 

religious divisions in the body politic. In late May a 

crisis developed when Quat's attempt to replace two ministers 

72/ From Saigon, Telegram 3715, May 10, 1965 
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in his cabinet was thwarted by Chie·f of State Suu. The 

irmnediate issue was the question of the constitutional powers 

O'f each man, but the basic difficulty arose from increasing 

Catholic and Southern opposition to Quat and his cabinet. 

Taylor noted ·that Suu ·was "a willing tool" of Quat 's 

opposition, and Taylor basically suppo~ted Quat's r~ght to 

name or change his own ministers. Taylor made this point 

to several political figures, including Interior Minister 

Nguyen Hoa Hiep, one of the ministers involved. He noted . 

to Hiep his regret that "this scandal had been raised at 

..-·-.. this- time," pointing out it would be seen abroad as "one 

J.1/more evidence of political instability in cou..~try." 

Neither Quat, the military, or the National Legislative 

Council were able to resolve the issue. On June 12 , Suu --

on behalf of himself, Quat, and the NLC -- a~notmced that 

the three elements of civilian authority had handed back to 

the armed -forces all power and authority in Viet-Nam. It 

was also made clear that the provisional charter of Octo­

ber 20, 1965, was rescinded and the status of the GVN had 

reverted _to what it _was just after Diem was overthrow-a. 

73/ From Saigon, Telegram 3885, May 25, 1965 (SECltE!)-:---. 
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8. Ky Goven1.ment, and Plans for Restoration of 
Constitutional Government 

The younger generals, disillusioned with civilian fail~ 

ures to achieve political unity and stability, decided to 

undertake full responsibility themselves for leadership of 

the GVN. In a meeting with Taylor June 16, Generals Thieu 

and Ky outlined their plans for a new military government. 

Thieu said such a government would remain for 6 months to a 

year, after which considerat_;on could be given to return~ng 

the government to civilian hands. Taylor mentioned the 

desi~ability of holding out the prospect for national 

elections, to provide a goal for politicians who might 

otherwise spend their full time in opposition. Thieu and Ky 

74• rep lied they had this in mind. / 

• The government of Brigadier General Nguyen Cao Ky was 

installed on June 20, 1965. According to the Provisional 

_. Charter of June 19, from wnich it drew its ma.nda te, the Ky 

Government was to be only temporary. pending creation of a 

From Saigon, Telegram 4221, June 16, 1965 
(5ECKEI - LIMDIS) . --

sgcR:ET 



SECRET 12-

civilian, constitutional ~egim~. In his first address as 
. 

Premier on June 20, Ky set forth an ambitious program of 

26 points, one of which was a specific commitment to return 

South ·Viet-Nam to constitutional rule as soon as possible. 

In succeeding months there was lively public interest in t~e 

revival of constitutional processes, and some civilian poli-. 

tical pressure on the GVN to bring it about forth·with. 

Perhaps the most-noteworthy example of this came in October 

1965 during a nation-wide conference of province chiefs and 

provincial council chairmen organized by the·government. 

The ~ouncil chairmen, elected in May 1965, met in inforrr~l 
...... <' 

seminar at the home of Dr. Phan Quang Dan of Gia Dinh Province 

to discuss prospects for a return to constitutional govern-
.. 

ment. Following their meeting, the councilloj:-s issued a 

joint statement exhorting the GVN to move ahead more rapidly 

in this transition process. 

In late 1965 the Ky Government developed plans for a 

. staged transition from military to constitutional govenl­

ment. The first step in this sequence, described by Ky in 

a "state of the nation" address following the close of the 

~ 
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2nd Armed Forces Congress.on Japuary 15, 1966, was to be the 

creation of an appointive council to draft a constitution. 

The coLmcil's draft would then be discussed in seminars 

held throughout the country in which "municipal and provin­

cial com1cilmen, members of political parties, trade union 

members and students" would offer their views. When a 

consensus· had been reached in this manner, a new draft 

would be prepared which would be submitted to the voters in 

a popular referendum in October 1966. The election of a 

constitutional government would then follow in 1967. 

__General Pham Xuan Chieu, Secretary-General of the 

National Leadership Committee (Directorate), 
.. 

was given the 

responsibility for drawing up a list of civilian politicians 

to serve on the Advisory CoLmcil and was to be the main link 

between the Council and the Directorate. Chieu and the 

Directorate envisioned a CoLmcil of approximately eighty 

.•members, including such men as Revolutionary Dai Viet l~ad8r 

Ha Thuc Ky, Cao Dai Nguyen Van Thanh, and Hoa Hao Socialist 

Phan·- .Ba Cam. 

ggcRE'f' 
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9. Honolulu Confer~nce, ·and US Promotion of Constitutionalisn-

President Johnson met with Chief of State Thieu and Prime 

Minister Ky in Honolulu February 7 and 8, 1966, for a general 

review of the situation and to outline new priorities and 

programs in both military and non-military areas. During the 

course of the meeting, the President reaffirmed the US deter­

mination to assist South Viet-Nam to defend itself militarily. 

However, the focus of Honolulu was on non-military aspects 

of the conflict -- pacification, economic stabilization and 

political development. The position of the United States 
·:-

with regard to the democratization process to be undertaken 

by the GVN was presented in confidential ses_si.ons of the 

conference, and the commitment of both govern:.11ents to its 

attainment was set forth in the Declaration of Honolulu 

issued at the conclusion of the conference. 

In talking points used by President Johnson in his con­

versations with Thieu and Ky, the President noted the. 

importance of governments' achieving "a wide measure of 

popular consensusn if they were to govern effectively. The 
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President further noted GVN plans for drafting a constitu­

tion, holding a referendwn on it, and organizing national 
/

/ elections, which he described as "major moves forward." 

At the same time he cautioned ·that " ... the problem is to do 

this ~ithout rlli1ning too serious risks of Communist exploita­

tion of weakness and division. 11 The· President stressed the 

importance of implementation by the GVN of its political 

development program, during a private conversation with 

Generals Thieu and Ky on February 7. He also encouraged Ky 

to spend more time in the countryside "acting like a poli-

J.j_/
ticia_n instead of just a general." Secretary Rusk ~~id_ 

similar emphasis on the importance of the GVN democratiza­

tion program in his private meetings with Foreign Minister 

Tran Van Do. 

In the Declaration of Honolulu, the GVN pledged itself, 

inter alia, to "build true democracy for our land and our 

>people. II In particular) the GVN committed itself: "to 

75/ Memorandum from Bill Moyers, the White House, 
to U. Alexis Johnson, February 16, 1966 

--€&ttRE1 = ECDIS) 



' 

_.,,,.... 

formulate a democratic constit~tion in the months ahead, 

including an electoral law; to take that 6onstitution to our 

people for discussion and modification; to Seek it~ ratifi­

cation by secret ballot; to create, on the basis of elections 

rooted in that constitution, an elected government." For its 

part, the United States, "pledged to the principles of the 

self-determination of peoples, and of government by the 

consent of the governed ... therefore gives its full support 

to the purpose of free elections pro~laimed by the Govern­

ment of South Viet-Nam ... II 

These comrnitments were recorded in somewhat mo:re 

specific terms in a resume of the conference proceedings 

prepared by the Department of State and dated February 23, 

1966. It noted the "conse~sus" of the two governments ·w·ith 

regard to political development, which was that '~The GVN 

affirmed its intention to proceed with the building of 

democracy and encouraging a widened and more active popular 

participation in and contribution to this process. The 

United States affirmed its support for free elections." 

The report also noted "further actions" necessary, based on 

SEGRE'f --



specific.discussions involving IDoth Vietnamese and US 

representatives. The GVN undertook the responsibility for 

carrying out these actions, and various US Government agen­

cies were charged with rendering assistance or monitoring 

GVN efforts. The "further actions" in the field of poli­

ti~al development-were as follows: 

The GVN will appoint an advisory council 
consisti~g of 80 members selected from a 
cross-section of society and all regions of 
the country. Appointment will be made by the 
end of February. (Responsibility: GVN, US 
Embassy to monitor.) 

Advisory CoLmcil will draft a constitution, 
which will be taken to the people for dis­
cussion and modification and submitted to a 
referendwn in late 1966. (Responsibility: 
GVN, US Embassy.) 

The Council will also discuss electoral 
laws and political party formation. On the 
basis of elections, rooted in the constitution, 
the GVN will create an elected government. 
(Responsibility: GVN, US Embassy.) 

The report also charged Ambassador-Lodge with carrying 

on a dialogue with the GVN on this subject, and noted that 

the President "made it clear we are not pushing the GVN to 

move more. quickly than would be wise .. •. 11 in this process. 

- SECKE'f 
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Similar outlines of agreed,. policy and "further actior-/' 

needed were prepared for all areas discussed at Honolulu. 

Periodic progress reports were to be submitted to Washington 

by the US Mission> describing accomplishments in each area. 

(Note: Political development was one of 14 separate items 

of discussion at Honolulu. Others included "Diplomatic 

Track>" Military Program, Free World Assistance> Rural 

. 76/
Construction, and Health.) -

The United States maintained an active inter2st in the 

"democracy-building" program of the GVN in the weeks fol­

lowing Honolulu. The D~partment was generally satisfied 

with the steps taken or contemplated by the GVN in the 

formation of the Advisory Council, exp·ressing reservations 

only with regard to the proposed compositio-;.1 of that Coun­

cil. The Department was concerned, however> at the 

reluctance of tbe Directorate to include provincial council 

members> at that time the only elected _officials in South 

76/ Honolulu Meeting_: Record of Conclusions and 
Decisions for Further Action> February 23> 
1966 (8I:8RE'f). 
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Viet-Nam> in the Advisory Council. In a message to the 

. Embassy on February 12 > 1966 > the Department expressed the 

hope that provincial councilmen could be included> or at 

least 11that adequate provision would be made for regular 

Advisory Council consultation with provincial coLL.""lcils." 

It suggested that _the Embassy approach the Directorate on 

·77I
this matter.- On February 22> the Department also ex-

pressed concen1 at indications that GVN leaders intended 

to .exclude "dissenters" such as leftist Catholic Nguyen Van 

Trur1g from the Council. While recognizing that 11the GVN 

must embark on politica 1 development very c_arefully and 

deliberately in face of wideapread VC penetration and sub­

version of country ... if VC are to be s·uccessfully challenged 

politically, believe general$ must come to understand that 

they will be obliged to tolerate and even encourage partici­

pation of broader political spectrum than in past." Admission 

of a limited number of diss.enters > the Department continued> 

77/ Department of State Telegram 2378 
-("Com?1bEN'!1AL). 
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• 
11could conceivably begin to channel dissent in constructive

•
• 78/

way." - Ambassador Lodge did not fully share the 

Department's view regarding provincial councilmen, arguing 

that the councilmen, elected to fulfill purely local res­

ponsibilities, would not necessarily.be fitted for the 

broader task of constitution drafting. Eventually, how­

ever, provincial councilmen were allowed to play a major 

role in the steps leading to a constitutional convention . 

...___ 

78/ Department of State Telegram 2481 
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10. The Buddhist "Struggle" of 1966; Alteration of GVN 
Plan £OJ: Dernocracy-Building 

The orderly sequence outline~ at Honolulu for a return 

to constitutional government -- as well as GVN programs in 

areas other than political development -- were to be 

severely diS"rupted and changed. The removal of General 

Nguyen Chanh Thi as I Corps Comw~nder on March 10, 1966, 

precipita.ted an attempt by Buddhist militants to bring dm·m 

the Thieu-Ky Government. The·· "struggle movement" failed in 

its major objective, to overthrow Thieu and Ky., but generated 

sufficient heat to keep the GVN fully occupied for the next 

three months· and to force a change in .the manner in which 

the GVN moved toward constitutionalism. One Buddhist de­

rnand, though not their prin~ry goal, was the immediate 

election of a constitutional assembly. The GVN eventually 

agreed to this, and a Constituent Assembly was elected in 

September 1966. (The militant Buddhists, however, did.not 

participate in that election, charging that any election 

held while Thieu and Ky were in office would be rigged.) 
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Although the transition toi:•1ard .constitutional government i:·ms 

telescoped in this manner by Buddhist pressure, it was not, 

as has been seen, originated by that pressure. 

a. The Removal of General Thi 

Prime Minister Ky notified Ambassador Lodge on 

:V1arch 9 of his intention to remove Thi from I Corps. In 

Ky's view, Thi was deliberately insubordinate; in effect, 

one-fourth of the country was exempt from government con­

trol. Ky met with the Directorate generals on the morning 

of March 9 and asked them to take appropriate steps for the 

·removal of Thi. If they chose not .to do so, Ky would go 

b~ck to the Air Force and someone else could be Prime Minister. 

The generals wanted to know Lodge's views on the matter be-

fore making their decision. In reply, Lodge told Ky that 

11 
••• as US Ambassador, I could not, of course, interfere in 

what was essentially an internal affair, ... and for the record 

I could not say much more than that the United States Gov­

ernment very much desired the stability of the Government of 

Viet-Nam which we regarded as indispensable to successful 

prosecution of the war." 
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Ky then asked for Lodge's -comments off the record and 

as a friend. Lodge thereupon told Ky that, in view of the 
/ 

importance of this issue, "it was absolutely indispensable 

that every step be carefully prepared so that there 
.. 

could 

be no_possible hitch and that General Ky would not sturrillle 

and fall flat on his face." He suggested that Ky prepare 

a thoroughly docwnented legal case against Thi, proving his 

insubordination. Lodge· also asked Ky whether he could be 

certain that the removal would take place smoothly, that a 

successor would be quickly installed, and that I Corps 

• could be insulated effectively enough "so that the removal 

of General Thi would not result in a chain reaction in which 

the other Corps Commanders and all the members of the Direc­

torate might find their tenure shaken." 

Lodge commented that he hoped .Ky's "search for proof 

(against Thi) will cool him off and persuade him to back 

away from the confrontation tomorrow," even though it was 

clear that a decision had been ·made to try to do something. 

Lodge continued: "One must sympathize with his view that he 

cannot accept responsibility without being able to give orders 

-
. V 
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that are carried out in all different Corps. As the De­

partment knows, I have long disapproved of the corps system, 
/ 

although recognizing it as one of the facts of life ... Sub­

ordination of Corps Commanders to central authority may be 

part of Viet-Nam's march toward nationhood." Lodge then 

noted that ~y said that he had Thieu's support, an assertion 

which "might mean much since no one is more expert (than 

T, • ) 1 . . . •f b 1 " 79 /nieu ate imination o trou esome persons. --

Lodge again called on Ky at 4: 30 p .m., March 9. He 

asked Ky whether he "had the votes" necessary to rei.nove Thi. 

Ky assured Lodge that he did. Lod~e went on to warn that a 

change of Prime Ministers "would be disastrous" in the post­

Honolulu context. . Viet-Nam was· mal~ing progress on every 

front, and "in addition, President Johnson was making great 

progress ... his critics were looking more and more picayune 

and preposterous." A change of Prime Ministers theref~re 

, "could not be understood, and it would appear as a catastro·­

p he . " If , therefore , . Ky had the s 1 igh test doubt of his 

79/ From Saigon, Telegram 3260, March 9, 1966 
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ability to bring off the removal of Thi he should avoid such 

a confrontation. Ky replied that there was no question but 

that the Directorate would get rid of· General Thi on 

March 10. Lodge then called on Chief of State Thieu, who in 

reply to a specific question assured Lodge that "we can 
a·o; 

easily relieve him (Thi)" and "there will be no reaction." 

• Lodge also reported to the Department that General 

Westmoreland had been informed of the impending confrontation 

and had instructed US military advisors "to be on alert for 

any movement of ARVN elements that could possibly get in­

volved." 

Thi was removed on March 10 and General Nguyen Van 
'- --------------- ----·-. - ---···---..-· 

Chuan, Commander of the ARVN 1st Division,·was named to re­

place him. In a meeting with Lodge on March 11, Ky suggested 

that in order to save Thi's face it would be very desirable if 
~ 

he could be invited to come to the United States for medical 

examination and treatment. (The public explanation for Thi's 

removal was that he had asked for and been granted "sick 

80/ From Saigon, Telegram 3265, ~arch 9, 1966 
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leave.") Lodge agreed to this and the necessary an.~angeilients 

were immediately begun. As further inducement to Thi to 

accept his fate gracefully; the Embassy offered to assist • 

in placing Thi's two younger chil~ren in a private school 

in Virginia (his two older children were already there). 

b. The Buddhist Response 

In a message to the Department on March 11, the 
81/

Embassy assessed possible reaction to Thi's removal.- It 

first noted that despite public reference to "sick leave," 

the removal of Thi would be clearly recognized as evidence 

of "determination of the Directorate to establish a true 

national government. 11 

The Embassy speculated that the most important reaction 

would probably come in I Corps, where several officials owed 

their appointments to Thi. It added, however, that in the 

judgment of the Hue Consulate, "student-Buddhist dissidents" 

in Hue were not strong supporters of Thi; 

81/ From Saigon, Telegram 3305, March 11, 1966 
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The Embassy agreed with Hli1.e that "relations between 

Thi and the Hue troublern.akers have cooled noticeably during 

last several months ... if Tri Quang may once have entertained 

idea of using Thi for political purposes, he had discarded 

it po~sibly because he found Thi unresponsive to his influ­

ence." 

The Embassy warned, however, that this did not necessar_ily 

mean that Thi's departure would be greeted "apathetically." 

11They (militant Buddhists) are quite capable of trying to 

use it as an 'issue' in the hope thereby of mounting a c&m­

paig~ against the government. Viet Cong agents .will also 

be working hard to stir up trouble. Such a campaign would 

probably use theme that hero of abortive November 11, 1960, 

coup was being cast aside by· 'Can Lao revanchists.' Extent 

this I Corps reaction will depend to great extent on how well 

Ky prepared ground ... and how smoothly" Genera 1 Chuan assumes 

, his new command." The Embassy also noted that "in attempting 

to assess Buddhist reaction to his passing, one should not 

lose sight of the apparent Tri Quang - Tam Chau split in UBA 

ranks. There is strong possibility that if one wing rises 



to Thi's defense, the other wi~ will either abstain or 

quietly side with: GVN." 

The first signs of reaction to Thi's removal came on 

March 11 in Danang. Approxiwztely 1500 people gathered for 

a pro1:"=est meeting in davvntovm Danang to hear speakers 

charge that Thi was arrested by "corrupt people ·connected 

with the Can Lao" while "struggling for rights of people." 

They demanded that heh~ returned immediately to I Corps. 

By March 12, pro-Thi demonstrations had been organized in 

Hue and Roi An, capital of Quang Nam Province . 

...___ On the afternoon of March 12, Thich Tam Chau., Chairman 

of the Buddhist Institute (Vien Hoa Dao), called a press 

conference at which he set forth t~e position of the mili­

tant Buddhists. In a communique signed by Chau in his 

official capacity, the Buddhists presented four points: 

"(l) The generals and officers who contributed to the 

, revolution (against Diem) should be restored to their 

positions ... (2) To avoid political frictions ... the generals 

. serving abroad or at home should return to their purely 

military duties. (3) The nation urgently needs ... a National 

Assembly and a government of national solidarity. (L:-) The 
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government should implement wi·~hout delay what it has 

promised ... particularly the social revolution related to the 

1:ife of the masses. 11 

The Embassy viewed the document as "interesting but not 

necessarily incendiary." It noted that no mention was made 

of Thi's removal, no gauntlet was thrown and no deadlines 

for action set. The communique appeared to the Embassy as 
-

a ~'cautious. testing of political wind," designed at least 

in.part to 11let government know they are still there and 

that due attention must be paid them." The Embassy added 

that Ky and Tam Chau had met at least twice in recent days 

and "Ky has indicated his confidence that organized Budd-

h1.s• t s are not supporting• Tn'1.· . " 8 2 / 

C • The Struggle 

Nonetheless, with this communique ·the lines were 

drawn for what was to become a very nearly fatal contest be-

tween the GVN and the "struggle movem~nt." Ky subsequently 

82/ From Saigon, Telegram to the Department 
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ma-'­
. cl.. with Tam Chau~ and on March lli- told Lodge that Chau had 

appeared to find Ky's position in response to the four Budd­

hist demands acceptable. With regard to the Buddhist call 

for an elected government, Chau w~s said to have wanted the 

Advisory Council to include mostly provincial colli1cil repre­

sentatives. Ky told Chau that he intended to name some 

provincial councillors, and felt that Chau was satisfied 

with this response. Ky also told Lodge that it had 

definitely been decided that Thi would have to leave the 

coLmtry. He proposed that Colonel Sam Wilson, a friend of 

Thi's then serving as Mission Coordinator, talk to Thi and 
83/

convince him to le&ve peaceably. todg~ agreed to this.--

A mass meeting was held in Hue on March 14 in support of 

the Buddhist Institute communique, ·and there were work stop­

pages in Danang. On }1arch 15, Ky told Lodge that it was now 

clear that "bad people" and Buddhists were trying to take 

83/ From Saigon, Telegram 3333, March 14, 1966 
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advantage of the situation. Ha therefore concluded that the 

time had come to abandon his "gentle" approach, but did not 

~laborate on precisely what he meant by this. Lodge com­

mented that "Problem is .no longer.simply question of Thi 

but it has developed into a broader confrontation between 

Buddhists and government, with anti-government elements 
• 84/

getting into the act." -

Later the same day Lodge reported that "Problem at 

present is not Buddhist frustrations but.Buddhist power 

play. Buddhists have nothing to be frustrated about at this 

jtmcture. On the contrary, they are reacting to Ky's forth­

coming g~sture by raising the ante to include concessions 

which Ky cannot possibly make: e.g., call for removal of 

Thieu and Co (General Nguy~n Huu Co, ~eputy Prime Minister) 

and for end of military government." Lodge added that he 

planned to meet militant Buddhist leader Thich Tri Quang 
85/

.• on· Vi.arch 17. -
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In a third conversation with Lodge on March 16, Ky
• 

noted that the Buddhists had now enlarged the third of 

their original four points to demand an end to the military 

government and popular elections for a civilian government. 

Lodge reported that "Ky thinks -- and I agree -- this is a 

reckless step to take. The Ky Government is moying toward 

constitutional democracy just as fast as the traffic will 

bear. To hold election~ without a constitution, without 

electoral laws> ·without the inescapable minimum amount of 

public information is to court a wildly irresponsible mess." 

. Lodge's meeting with Tri Quang took place as scheduled 
,,:-

on March 17 at the Ambassador's residence. · Quang first 

assured Lodge that the Buddhists did not want a couu or 

immediate change of government> but only sought to "quicken 

the process of democracy." Quant~... proposed that there be a . a 
"national convention or assembly>" instead of the Adv~sory 

Council> which would draft -a constitution and choose a new 

From Saigon> Telegram 3361 > Yiarch 16 > 1966 
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Chief of State and Prime Minister . He urged US support for
• 

his proposal. 

• Lodge> in accordance with instructions ·from the Depart-
·37/ · · 

ment>- replied that the GVN plan for democracy building, 

which was recently confirmed at Honolulu> was a good one and 

the most that could reasonably be expected. The GVN was on 

the right track, had made progress, and should be allm·rnd to 

continue. 1-Je added that the US is not "desperately attached 

to any individual, but no government couid·possibly operate 

if it is changing all the time ..." Lodge also noted that the 

sequence outlined by Quang was wrong: drafting of the con­

stitution should be followed by election laws, not selection 

of the Chief of State by the constitutional convention. 

Quang then declared that President Johnson rr~y have 

been misled if he believed Thieu and Ky coul_d carry out a 

true social revolution. The GVN was so i~ept, Quan% 

asserted, that even Catholics were opposed to· it. Quang 

. 87/ Department of State Telegram 2736 to Saigon . 
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asked to keep in touch in the future, and Lodge agreed. 
" 

Lodge.commented that "Quang is brilliant, dynamic, deeply 

interested in politics, totally ignorant of democratic 

methods, with a capacity for debate and demagoguery. It is 

hard to tell how much he believes the bu..1ch of specious argu­

ments cited in this telegram. I believe he will reflect on 

what I said, but he appears quite determined to pursue his 

11 88/
course for the time being. 

While Tri Quang was meeting with Lodge, Tam Chau met 

with Thieu and Ky. Quang later told an Embassy officer that 

Thieu and Ky promised to announce the formation of a Consti-

tuent Assembly on March 18. If this promis•e were kept, s2.id 

Quang, the situation in I Corps would return. to norm.al. Bui 

Diem earlier told the Political Colli;.selor that the GVN was 

in fact considering the possibility of holding elections for 

a Constituent Assembly. The alternative was to form an 

appointive Democracy-Buildrng Com1cil with a heavy input of 

provincial coLmcil members. Howeve_r, on March 18, Thieu told 

88/ From Saigon, Telegram 3371, March 17, 1966 
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Lodge that the Directorate intended to stand by its original
• 

plan, e.g., to appoint a consultative assembly which would 

not include provincial and mra1icipal council members. Lodge 

agreed with Thieu's wariness of "making a deal" with the 

Buddhists; "to start such a procedure would certainly put 
89/ 

one on a very slippery slope." -

In a March 19 message to the Department, the Embassy 

assessed the sitµation in the follm•1ing terms: 

11
• ••• What has happened so far is that Buddhist Institute 

has ... amplified its demands by asking for some form of so-

.-- callE::d Constituent Assembly. In effect, they are asking the 

goven1ment to give up power ... 

" ... If the Buddhists' aim is to bring down government, 

then no type of compromi'se. solution ... will satisfy them. 

~owever, if they are dealing in good faith and there is 

'give' in their position, it is probably just as well .that 

GVN announced yesterday its· intention to stick to original 

blueprint (as outlined by Ky on Jan~ary 15). Both positions 

~2/ From Saigon, Telegram 3393, Y~rch 18, 1966 
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are nmv on record and a d~alogue ·which hopefully wiil reveal 

extent of Institut~'s strength and resolve, and will at same 

time permit the airing of views held by other elements with-

in the populace, can begin." 

The Embassy assured Washington that "we are in meantime 

keeping our lines open to all the principals, using whatever 

thoughts seem most persuasive to promote stability,and stres­

sing the unfortunate consequences of any political upheaval 

on the prosecution of war, on United States and world public 

90/
opinion, etc. 11 

-

The situation continued relatively unchanged for the 

next several days. Speaking to a Natiorial Administrative 

Conference on March 25, Ky averred that he agreed with those 

who 'tvanted an elected National Assembly and a civilian govern­

ment. He stated that the GVN was working toward that goal, 

but made no mention of how or when it would be achieved. The 

Directorate during this period was also apparently considering 

90/ From Saigon, Telegram 3417, 1/lB.rch 19, 1966 
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the possibility of bringing back~several of the exiled 

generals, another of the Buddhists' demands. However> on 

~~rch 29, Ky told Lodge that the generals had .not changed 

their minds regarding the election of a Constituent Assembly> 

an attitude which Lodge shared: " ... if such were held it 

would gravely alarm every one of the many (non-Buddhist) 

91/
minorities in this country." 

The Buddhists meanwhile had i.n no way moderated their 

position. Public demonstrations against the ·"Thieu-Ky 

clique" continued to take place in I Corps, and much of the 

ARVN 1st Division (stationed in Thua Thien and Quang Tri 
.....__ 

Provinces) began to clearly side with.the "strugglers." In 

addition to its raucous anti-GVN pitch> the struggle took 

on increasingly anti.:.American overtones; with the US Govern­

ment pictured as the protectors of the reactionary ruling 

clique. 

On March 30, the Department expressed its concern at the 

·91/ From Saigon, Telegram 3577, March 29> 1966 
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·continued politic~l agitation in South Viet-Nam and the seeming 

inability of the GVN to deal effectively with it. It lamented 

the tendency of the GVNto use force to quell "strugglers" in 

Saigon while allowing the I Corps dissidents to continue their 

activities unimpeded. "In short, situation seems to be going 

from bad to worse without any indication that GVN has any 

clear idea of how to deal with it." The Department recom­

mended that the Embassy urge the GVN to identify and isolate 

any Comrnunist agitators in Hue and Danang and arrest those 

with solid VC connections, and to mete out,· military discipline 

to military officers participating in the struggle. The 

Department also suggested that.the GVN combine the carrot with 

the stick: 

"If GVN unable obtain· consensus for democracy-building 

plan, could it as alternative call conference of key ~igures 

in dra~3 to hamuer out solution in one room followed imme-

diately by joint announcement ... ? Recognize this is major 

concession in appearance, but Directorate's refusal to make 

concessions or to act has not been ~~rkedly successful to 

date. 11 Finally, the Department raised the possibility of an 



·official US Mission statement regretting the political dis-
• 

order and its implications for the US-GVN effort in South 
• 92/ 

Viet-Nam.-

The Embassy explained GVN reluctance to act against Hue 

and Danang as a caution growing out of a fear of "backlash in 

circumstances they could not handle. 11 More forc_eful action 
.. 

against Saigon demonstrators, on the other hand, stemmed from 

GVN realization that "Saigon is not a city in which mass 

demonstrations can be allowed without most dire consequences." 

Lodge believed that Ky's unwillingness to make a firm annoLmce­

ment of political plans (e.g. formation of the Coµsult&tive 

A$sembly) was designed to gain time to gather wider support and 

to encourage a split within Buddhist ranks. "He and his assoc­

iates apparently estimate that they can temp9rize longer than 

we think safe or desirable." Lodge reported that the GVN did 

in fact have definite plans in the works to clamp down on the 

' ' 

I Corps "strugglers," similar to those measures suggested by 

the Department. He recommended against any US Mission 

92/ Department of State Telegram 2893, March 30> 1966 
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statement at this point> expres.sing the view that attention 

was already focused too heavily on the US, and that in any 
.•· 

case, the disorders in I Corps •~re a result of deliberate 

desire Buddhist extremists and student trouble-makers to put 

pressure on US and on GVN, and we believe they are also a 
. 93/

result of VC influence at work. 11 
-

On April 1, the Department st~ted that ~'We sense Direc­

torate may be hamstrung by unwillingness make greater explicit 

political concessions, but our feeli1:1g tends more and more to 

view that this is most hopeful horn of dilemma. 11 It in-

quired whether there would be any advantage in expressing 
_ 9l~/

this view to the GVN by means of a Presidential message.-

Lodge replied that he generally agreed with this analysis, .but 
. • . 95/

doubted that a Presidential message would be desirable.-

93/ From Saigon, Telegram 3605, March 31, 1966 
~ 

Department of State Telegram 2939, April 1, 1966 
fgr!CREI). 

From Saigon, Telegram 3671, April 2,_ 1966 
(SECRET) , 

SECRE'f' 

, E VGt:SE 



SFCUFT 

In reviewing the situatio11 on April 2> the Embassy stated 

that the time had c'ome '\1hen firm decisions and actions can 

no longer wait." The Embassy's objective had been 11to p~e-· 

serve the government, ... to allow whatever political evolution 

could develop ... with continuity of government and maintenance 

of security in the colli---itry." These- objectives were all in 

· some degree of jeopardy. If the confrontation between the 

GVN and Buddhist~ were not resolved peaceably> ''we face two 

fundamental choices: (a) We can urge further compromise to 

meet practically all Buddhist demands; (b) We can back Ky and 

h5.s colleagues in whatever they do to restore order and re-

tain authority." The Embassy favored the s·econd course> 

which would require "immediate decision and announcement of 

government's final program·for political evolution, including 

timing> without further compromise or discussion with opposi­

tion elements," while "simultaneously government would move 

troops to I Corps to restore order." The report added that 

there were indications that the GVN was already dra·wing up 

96/
plans for troop movements of this sort.-

96/ From Saigon> Telegram 3672, April 2, 1966- (~ECREr17"". 
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: Ky informed Lodge on April 4 that the Directorate had 

met and voted (1) to hold a political convention, and (2) to 

/ 
,· 

take. "strong m2asures . 11 He asked Lod~e to provicl,e airlift 

for. three battalions of troops to be moved from Saigon to 

Danang to reassert GVN authority there, to which Lodge agreed. 

The troops were moved north the same day. 

_Im.~ediately following the troop movement, the Secretary, 

in a message to Lodge, expressed the view that "in general, 

we believe present circumstances call for USG taking more· •• 

active role in political discussions in every way possible~ .. 

crisis has clearly come to a hea·d and some political answer 

must be foLmd as quickly and peacefully as possible. 11 To 

this end he urged "substantially more ·contact with GVN and 

other political elements than has hitherto seemed wise either 

to you or to us... We believe time has come for maximum i..1se 

of your own great personal prestige both with G"VNand with 

other key leaders." JJ_/ 

2..7_/Department of State Telegram 2964, April 4, 1966 
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On April 5, the GVN announc•ed that a "National Political 

.Congress" would b_e convened within ten days. In a conversa-

' tion that day, Thieu asked Lodge to use whatever influence 

could be brought to bear to convi~ce all political groups 

in Viet-Nam to go along with a newly-revised GVN plan for 

political evolution, working toward the election of a 

constitutional convention. Lodge readily agreed. Referring 

to the Secretary's message, Lodge.emphasized that he had 

offered advice at every phase of the crisis, and assured the 

Secretary that "I share your desire for a political solu­

tion." Lodge doubted, however, that he personally should try 

to see the leaders of the opposition.-
98/ 

Ky told Lodge on the morning of April 6 that he had 

decided to "reoccupy" Danang by milit?,ry means. However, Bui 

Diem called on Lodge that afternoon to say that, after Lodge 

had left, Ky and the other generals had agreed that there 

, should be an "overall political solution before attempting a 

local military solution in Danang." Accordingly, Ky had sent 

98/ From Saigon, Telegram 3746, April 5, 1966 
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a letter to Tam Chau agreeing t~ hold a constitutional con­

vention within six months, in return for which Chau would call 

/ off anti-GVN activities in I Corps. Lodge found Bui Diem's 

rerr.arks "deplorable and astounding. 11 Lodge preferred the 

decis~on outlined to him by Ky.in the morning. He concluded 

that 11one thing seems clear tonight: GVN has a big case of 

·99I
cold feet. 11 

-

The Department, however, was of the opinion that the 

GVN decision to seek an "over-all political solution" was 

the proper one. We believe you should not ~epeat not 

---. urge immediate Danang operation at present, but rather that 

entire focus of your efforts at all levels should be to get 
100/

political process started." 

In succeeding days and weeks the GVN attempted without 

much success to reach the desired "overall politi_cal solu­

tion." Countering Ky's offer for a constitutional convention 

withi'n six months, Tam Chau on April 7 demanded that it be 

22_/ From Saigon, Telegram 3761, April 6, 1966 t5ECRE!). 
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•convened "within the next two Qr three days." The GVNf oUJ.--id 

this a bit _extren~e, and the crisis continued on dead center. 

/ Nonetheless, a National Political Congress ~as held as had 

been planned, followed by the forrnation of.an Electoral Law 

Drafting Comn1ission to write laws for the election of the 

Constituent Assembly. Meanwhile, military operations to 

"reoccupy" Danang were held in abeyance and Danang continued 

under de facto control ·of the struggle movement. The GVN did, 

however, rr.ake another shift in I Corps commanders, replacing 

General Chuan, who had proven vacillating and ineffective, 

with General Ton That Dinh, who was to prove equally so. 

On May 13, the Embassy once again outlined US objectives 

and possible courses of action. It assumed first that the 

United States sought: (a) ·demo~ratic elections in which voters 

were "free from intimidation by VC, the Vien Hoa .Dao Buddhists 

or _anyone else;" (b) orderly transition to a civilian govern-

. ment committed to vigorous prosecution of the war and 

susceptible to US advice; and (c) continued unity amou.g non­

communist elements in the fight against the VC. Since the 

achievement of these objectives was of crucial importar:i.ce, it 

--SECRET 
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was clear that US influence should be exerted to bring them 

about. These would require in the first instance reassertion 

of GVN authority in I Corps. 11 This is not to recommend a 

violent attempt to 'reoccupy' Danang and Hue, but rather a 

firm, .persistent and quiet effort ... to whittl~ away at the 
101/

Buddhist machine in I Corps. 11 
--

The GVN was apparently reaching a similar conclusion 

•with respect to the nec~ssity to reassert its au~hority in 

I Corps. It, however, chose a more direct means thc:n the 

whittling process recommended by the Embassy.. On May lLi-, 

without the knowledge of the US Mission, the GVN dispatched 

additional troops to Danang and began military action to re­

take the city from the struggle movement and military elements 

cooperating with it. (In ~ meeting with Ky that' evening, 

Deputy Ambassador Porter expressed US displeasure at being 

kept in the dark on a development of such impo~tance.) In 

the days following, as the reoccupation of Danang proceed2d, 

101/ From Saigon, Telegram 4554, May 13, 1966 
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·the Embassy sought to assure th4t it was done as relativeiy 

. non-violently as possible, specifically urging the GVN to 

avoid attacks on pagodas, where many of the hard-co·re 

strugglers had sought refuge. 

d. Cone lus ion of the Struggle 

Th-e gulf between the GVN and the militant Buddhists 

widened markedly in the aftermath of the Danang operation. 

Buddhist invective and demands, emanating now from Hue 

(where Tri Quang was located) , became more extreme and .were 

leveled against the US as well as the GVN. The Embassy re­

ported on May 30: " ... as Ky is able to consolidate past 

gains and find new opportunities the s_truggle force will 

become more fanatic and de~perate in its actions. The imme­

diate outlook is for more bitter clashes between.extremists 

and the government. It also is likely to see even more 

attacks on the United States and US policy by the struggle 
. 102/

forces." -- The increasingly anti-US posture of the 

102/ From Saigon, Telegram 5124, 1/my 30, 1966 
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struggle culminated in the burning of the USIS Library and 

American Consulate in Hue. 

/ In an attempt to break the political impass~, the Embassy, 

with Departmental concurrence, sought to arrange a private 

meeting between Ky and Thi. (Thi had been allowed to return 

to I Corps in mid-March, in the futile hope that this.would 

help to quiet the situation.) The meeting took place at Chu 

Lai and was reportedly _cordial. It had little apparent 

effect, however, in bringing the GVN'and the militant Budd­

hists closer together .. • 

However, there were signs of progress on the political 

front.· The Electoral Law Drafting.Commission (ELDC) com­

pleted its work in early June as scheduled, its appointed 

members having drafted a law providing. for the election of a 

Constituent Assembly in September. The GVN, in line with 

other ELDC proposals, also decided to form an interim 

"Peoples-Army Council," an appointive body to advise the 

Directorate, and to enlarge the Directorate itself by the 

inclusion of ten civilian members. Both of these steps, 

supported by the Embassy, were designed as interim 

--- ~ECRE'f 
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civilianization measures pending completion of the constitu-

0tiona 1 frame\·rnrk. The enlar 0 ecl Directorate was formed on 

June 6 and the PAC was formally presented in late June, 

shortly after the first anniversa~y of the Provisional 

• Charter of 1965. 

As 0f late }1ay and early JLme, the GVN had continued to 

maintain contact with militant Buddhist leaders (with the 

exception of Tri Quang,_ who by this time had gone on record 

as rejecting any plan for phased democratization as long as 

Thieu and Ky remained in power). On Y~y 31,.Ky met with Tam 

Chau and other militant leaders, and reached what he later 

described as a rrverbal entente." The rrentente 11 apparently 

involved GVN agreement to enlarge the Directorate and create 

the PAC. However, the GVN.also felt the time·had come to 

move against Hue. The Department expressed concern, which 

Lodge transmitted to Ky, that military action against Hue 

could seriously Lmdermine or undo the latest understanding 

reached between the GVN and the Buddhists. The G\lN went 

.ahead nonetheless, using combat police from outside the 

Hue area to stiffen the resolve of loyal government units in 
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Hue. The restoration of GVN authority in Hue was accomp­

lished quickly and ·relatively peacefully. The "struggle 

movement" of 1966 was in large measure ended. 

Tri Quang continued in defiant but increasingly im­

potent ·opposition to the GVN in succeeding _months. He 

continued to call for Thieu and Ky to step down., and 

instructed his followers to boycott the September Constituent 

Assembly elections. (Quang bolstered his moral position by 

means of a 100-day "hunger strike.") 

Tam Chau was to take a somewhat different position, 

how~ver~ Immediately following the Hue operation, Chau 

called on Lodge to complain that ·he had bee·n ·put in a diffi-

cult 
' 

position 
. 

and was being criticized for his "moderate" 

views. He expressed the hope that Lodge would "encourage" 

Thieu and Ky to step down. Lodge replied that it was not for 

the United States to tell the Vietnamese p_eople who their 

leaders should or should no·t _be. He, stressed, however, that he 

would encourage the GVN to carry out·fair elections in Septem­

ber, and urged the Buddhists to participate in them and to· 

' 

SE 

i 



, I I
/ 

( .. 

103/
rew~in in consultation with the GVN. Chau may have been 

disappointed at this line at the time, but he eventually 

drifted into a position of passive support for the GVN and 

into an open break with Tri Quang~ The schism between the 

Tam Chau "moderates" and Tri Quang "militants," a direct 

outgrowth of an essentially lll1Successful "struggle," was to 

prove quite lasting, and seriously weakened Buddhism as~ 

political force in Viet-Nam. 

.) 

103/ From Saigon, Telegram 5412> June 9, 1966 
·iCUNF'l~AJ.) •-~ 
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11 .. Moving Toward .Constifutiona 1 Government (1966-6 7) 

·,, a. Election of the Constituent Assembly 

The struggle movement, as noted above, accelerated 

the process of transition to constitutional government begun 

by Prime Minister Ky in his speech of January 1~. The 

National Political Congress was.convened on April 12 and met 

for three days. It endorsed the Buddhist demand for an 

elected, rather ·than appointed, constitutional convention. 

Prime Minister Ky accepted _that proposal and on May 5 con­al: 

vened an Election Law Drafting Committee. The ELDC 
~ 

completed its draft and submitted it. to' the- newly-enlarged 

Directorate on June 7. The Direct~rate modified it some-

what. In its final form the draft provided for the election 

of a 117-member Assembly, with one representative allotted 

to each 50,000 voters in ·the May 196.5 provincial coLm~il 

elections. The election wa.s set for: Sunday, September 11, 

1966. 

The Embassy actively monitored the work of the ELDC and 

reported its deliberations in full. •• There was considerable 
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Departmental interest in various aspects of the law, and a 

: rather detailed interchange developed between Saigon and 
...·•

/, 

_/ Washington on such esoteric matters as the merits or de-

merits of list voting. In general, however, the US 

Government was concerned with relatively few basic issues: 

that a broad spectrum of candidates be allowed to run, that 

-as many people as po~s~ble be allowed to vote, and that the 

·election be administered fairly and freely. The Department 

pronounced itself satisfied with the ELDC 's work: we 

believe these drafts ... should provide solid, _credible ~nd 

valid basis for _Constituent Assembly elections.· Embassy's 

-,___. efforts to influence discussions in right directions have 
. • 104/

clearly been most beneficial and are warmly_commended." --

·_· An even more fundamental US :consideration· in this period 

was merely that the process of political evoluti~n not. be 

interrupted. As will be seen_below, this was a major objec­

tive of United States policy throughout 1966 and beyond. 

Ambassador Lodge spoke to Thieu or Ky several times 

·104/ Department of State Telegram 3796, JLme 7, 
19 6 6 ~ECRET) 
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·during the summer of 1966 on t~e importance of organizing 

the elections both efficiently and ·impartially. For example, 

/ 
/ 

on July 22 Lodge called on Ky to inquire about the reported 

disqualification on technical grounds of two prominent candi­

dates, Phan Khac Suu and Dang Van Sung. Lodge expressed 

regret that the two had been disqualified. He then "stressed 

the importance of these elections in terms of US opinion, of 

which Ky was well aware· ·-- also the effect on worlcl opinion ... 

He (Ky) said that the generals had had a meeting concerning 

the elections and had agreed that it had to b~ o~ganized 

honestly ... 11 (Both Sung and Suu were allowed to run and were 
• 105/

elected.) -

Although there were other admonitions of this sort in 

July and August, it became·clear ~hat Ky, Thieu and the 

Directorate did in fact intend to proceed with both vigor 

and fairness in organizing the election. It became the GVN's 

number one priority and resources w·ere devoted to it to the 

maximum extent possible. • US intere:st was equally high, but 

105/ From Saigon, Telegram' 1631, July 22, 1966 
-(SECRET) . ....._ 
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the Saigon Mission scrupulously avoided becoming involved in 

a manner which might influence the outcome. However, US re­

/ 
sources were devoted to supporting the efficient organization 

of the election. For example, JUSPAO (Joint US Public Affairs 

Offic~), whose printing facilities were superior to those of 
C 

the GVN, assisted in the production of non-partisan campaign 

~terials (urging people to vote, graphically describing 

voting procedures, etc.). On the days immeqiately.prior to 

the election, US military un~ts were.assigned tasks normally· 

belonging to ARVN in order·to free Vietnamese troops for the 

pr~t~ction of polling places and candidate rallies. 

The Em~assy and the Department were wel_l pleased with 

the results of the election, in which more than 80 percent of 

registered voters went to the polls despite instances of VC 

terrorism. On the afternoon of September 11, Ambassador 

Lodge offered these thoughts: "For the Vietnamese to 

, voted in such large numbers in the face of terrorism 

their willingness to defy the Viet Cong in order to 

step which they believe is a step forward for their 

/the election is7 ... a development which they believe will- . 

protect them from despoti~m, instability an~ corruption in 

SECRET 
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106/.
·government. fl - In a message to Embassies in troop-

contributing countries and NATO capitals, the Department 

noted that the large voter turnout " ... constitutes important 

step in return to constitutional, .representative and more 

broadly-based government in South Viet-Nam; and ... is dra.ma tic 

demonstration of Viet Cong's inability both to exercise dom­

inant influence over South Viet-Nam-population and to hamper 

GVN's ability to carry _out important internal programs ... 

While massive turnou~ cannot be interpreted specifically 

as positive vote of confidence in GVN or Prime Minister 

Ky, it represents as minimum willingness participate in GVN-
. -·i07 I 

sponsored program of politica 1 development. -fl 

b. Drafting of the Constitution • 

The Embassy's thinking on the process of constitu­

tion drafting was outlined in a message to the D~partmen.t on 

September 4: "We do not propose that we seek to influence 
I 

, every detail going into the formation of the Vietnamese 

106/ From Saigon, Telegram 5731, September 11,. 1966 
(LIMITED OFFICIAL USE). 

107 / Department of State Telegram 46358, Circular,_ 
September 13, 1966 ~ 
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constitution. We should, rather, concentrate on those
• 

features which we consider absolutely necessary to the 

achievement of our objectives in Viet-Nam. To the greatest 

e_xtent possible, we should not· try to prevent the Vietnamese 

from drawing up a Vietnamese document -- which they will 

assuredly do anyway ... " The Embassy outlined the following 

items as "essential to our interests:" (a) a strong, stable 

executive; ~.g., a presidential system (the Embassy noted ~ 

that this system, or a variation of it with a Prime Minister 

as well as a President, appeared to be favored by·many 

--~, Assembly candidates); (b) execu_tive control of the. military; 
I 

'--' 

(c) emergency powers for the executive; (d) a bill of rights, 

and declaration of the democratic nature of the government; and 

(e) minority representation in the legislative. The Embassy· 

then listed a number of items considered desirable but not 

absolutely essential, including a provision allowing relatively 

easy amendment of the constitution, and ·expansion of local 
108/

government powers. 

1.9.§./ From Saigon, Telegram 5228, September 4, 1966 
• (CQNFID~Tif ..t) , 

.Jr::, C .. 



SECRE'f -.... 

In general these points wei--e adopted and followed as 

guidelines in the Embassy's contact with the Assembly and 

the Directorate. There proved to be a rather broad con­

sensus within the Assembly as to the basic elements of the 

constitution, and those elements were in large part similar 

to the ideas set forth by the Embassy on September 4. None­

thel.ess, specific issues did arise in which the US Government 

took an active interest and sought to exert its influence. 

In these instances US views were made known both to the 

Directorate, which was able to·wield reasonably fir~ control· 

over a significant minority of the Assembly, and to Assembly 

members themselves. 

One of these issues was Assemb,ly consideration of 

Article 4 of the constitution, outlawing "Communi~m in all 

its forms." The Department stated that "it .of utmost impor­

tance that constitution create no institutional obstacles to 

, 'national reconciliation I program and that it. represent a 

clear democratic alternative to Communism." It added that to 

give· the concept of national reconciliation "rr.ax~mum credi­

bility ... constitution should avoid any explicit condemnation 

~ESRET 
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of political ideologies." The ~epartment urged the Embassy 

to ''persist in your efforts to persuade key CA members ... 

to find some alternative language which will give adequate 
109/

protection against subversion." 

Saigon replied that it was very much aware of the De­

partment's views on this subject, and that it was taking 

every opportunity in contacts _with both the Directorate and 
• . . iici/ 

CA members ~o press for alternate wording.- However, 

despite the Embassy's best efforts, the uncompromising lan­

guage originally proposed in the CA stood, an experience 

/----. which was far from atypical.
\~_,-

While the wording of constitutional provisions was con­

sidered of fundamental importance, issues of more immediate 

concern were those provoking clashe.s .between the Assembly and 

the Directorate and which thereby raised a threat to the con­

tinued existence of the· CA and to the process of transition 

toward constitutional government. These crises most often 

109/ Department of State Telegram 83552, Novem­
ber 11, 1966 ,(CONFIDENTIAJ). 

110/ From Saigon, Telegram 10850, November 14, 
1966 ~CONFIBEN~ 
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arose out of differences of OP.inion over· constitutional provi-• 

s·ions, although some were Lmrelate'd to the constitution itself. 

For example, the Assembly tended to favor immediate election 

of province chiefs, while the Directorate was adamantly 

opposed to the idea. The Embassy favored it in principle, 

_put felt that under existing wartime conditions _it should be 

implemented only gradually, and this was the view it conveyed 

to members of the Directorate and.CA. Ultimately, that view 

pr.evailed -- not necessarily because it was favored by the 

United States but because it Wq.S a middle position between 

the two extremes. In this and other issues on which the 

D~rectorate and the Assembly differed, the Embassy did not as 

· a matter of course seek to present specific compromise solu­

tions or to convince one side of the ~erits.of the opposite 

view, although this was occasionally attempt~d. However, it 

did constantly remind both the GVN and the Assembly of the 

importance of the process of constitutio·n drafting and the 

necessity, therefore, to reach some form of compromise, an 

effort which may hav~ helped to mode.rate several potentially 

SECRET 
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serious disagreements between the two sides . 
• 

The Assembly c·ompleted the constitution within the time 

limit· allotted by its law of organization (six months). The 

constitution was submitted to the-Directorate in mid-March, 

and was approved by the Directorate and Armed Forces Council 

without change (although the Assembly had previously accepted 

several Directorate-sponsored amendments). It was promulgated 

by Chief of Stat~ Thieu ·on April 1, 1967. 

c. Guam ci6nf~rence, 1967 

President Johnson, Secretary Rusk, Secretary 

McNan~ra and other· senior officials met with Vietnamese leaders 

in Guam on March 20 and 21, 1967. Like the· Honolulu Con-
·-

ference of February 1966, this meeting was concerned as muGh 

with non-military as.with military aspects of the joint effort. 

Prominent among the non-military items of discussion were 

progress in constitutional development and the upcoming presi- . 

dential election. 

President Johnson congratulate~ Thieu and Ky on completion 

of the constitution (approved by the Armed Forces CoLmcil just 

.. 
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prior to their departure from VJet-Nam). The President also 

praised the Vietna~ese leaders for their recognition of the 

need for civilians and the military to work together and for 

broadening the popular base of the GVN. He expressed con­

fidence that the presidential election of 1967 would be as 

. free, fair and open as the elections of 1966. 

: The United States was concerned not only that the presi­

dential election. be free· and. open, but that it not lead to 

serious divisions within the military. In a message to the 

Department before the Guam Conference, Embassy Saig'on sug­

.------ gested that President Johnson emphasize to Thieu and Ky 

11the importance we attach to the maintenanc·e of military 

unity, both as the necessary base for effective military 

action and also as the means to political stability and prog-
111/

ress." - President Johnson spoke along these lines in his 

conversation with Thieu and Ky, in addition to stressing the 

. necessity for free and fair ~lcctions. _Both Thieu and Ky 

assured the President that they would do nothing to divide 

111/ From Saigon, Telegram· 20577, March 17, 1967 
,tSECitE'f) ; 
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the military in the months aheaQ. In a press conference be­

fore leaving to ret·urn to Saigon, Thieu and Ky said in effect 

that they would not both run for President, and that each 

would support the other if he ran~ Both emphasized their 

desire to promote unity and solidarity within the armed 

forces and among the Vietnamese people. 

·-SECR:E'f~ 



12. Implementing the Constitution ·(1967) 

a. Drafting of Election Laws 

The next step in this gradual evolution was the 

dr~fting of electoral laws for the election of the President, 

Vice President and National Assembly. The Constituent Assem­

bly conferred this authotity on itself, sitting as a 

"Transitional National Assembly." Our Embassy's view with 

regard to these·laws was essentially that they should provide 

for fair, credible elections, which would "satisfy two basic 

..----, goals: they must tend to unite the nation -- not divide it," 
,/ . ' ~' 

and they must be " ... the act of a free people freely exer-

• cising their 
•· 

right to choose their· own leaders." This meant, 

the Embassy continued, that there should be strong safeguards 

against fraud, widest possible voter participation should be 

permitted, and there must be equality for all candidates. In 

addition, the Embassy thought it advisable that the winner of 

the presidential election be required to··receive a broad man-

• date, by means of a runoff if necessary. The Embassy cautioned, 

however, that."these laws should be a Vietnamese product. As 

s:gGRET ./ 
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in the case of the Cons.ti~utiort, our_ powers of persuasion 

will probably be effective in some,. but certainly not all, 
112/

cases." -

The Department concurred in this analysis, and strongly 

endorsed the 'idea of a rtmoff election in order to insure 
.. 

a wide mandate for the elected President. This proved, 

however, to be a case in which the Embassy's powers of per­

suasion were not effective. The idea of a runoff election 

was popular neither with the Directorate nor the majority 

of Assembly members, and the Assembly eventually rejected it. 

b. Thieu-Ky Split 

An additional matter of contlnuing concern was the 

·possibili~y that the presidential election might foment 
. ' 

serious divisions within the military leadership. Ambassador 

Bunker spoke to Ky of this on April 28, noting "our interest 

in avoiding dissension among the military regardless of who 

might be the candidate." Ky expressed ~onfidence that there 

d . . 113/.. wou ld be no 1.sun1.ty. -

112/ From Saigon, Telegram 23078, April 14~ 1967 ~SEGRE~). 

113/ From Saigon, _Telegram 24286, April 28, 1967 ~-ECitE'f). 
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A split, however, did deve~op, growing quite acute in 

late May as it became apparent that both Thieu and Ky were 

considering_running for President. On May 25, the Depart­

ment urged the Embassy to continue to press hard for a 

Thieu-Ky agreement that only one of them would rtm, be­

lieving this the surest way to avoid a split in the military. 

The Department regarded it as tmwise, however, to make a 

choice between Ky and Thieu, which would be sure to alienate 

some portion of.the military leadership and •~ould also be 

taken as clear evidence of the controlling role of the United 

---- States on domestic Vietnamese matters." It concluded that 

our .. policy should be "an even-handed one between Thieu and 

Ky"_ while urging them to dee ide on one or the other. "Mean­

while, it is important to keep before the military two other 

principles which they must support, namely the proper cor..duct 

of the elections and a commitment to accept their out~ome if 

114/
properly held and to support the resulting.government." 

lll~/ Department of State Telegram 202559, May 25, 
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• Bunker followed these guidelines in.his conversations with

• 

~hieu and Ky, first urging that the two resolve their dif­

£er·ences and unite behind one or the other, then, after both 

had announced their candidacies, urging that they work out 

some· arrangement which would insure t_hat the armed forces 

• could be kept aloof from their contest and not be divided 

by it. In this effort, Bunker several times reminded Ky and 

Thieu of the assurances both had personally given to President 

Johnson at Guam_that they would not permit disruption ·of the 

integrity and lmity of the arm~d forces. 

The Thieu-Ky dispute was eventually taken to the Armed 

Forces Council for resolution. Following a secret session 

of the Council on June 30, 1967, it.was announced that Thieu 

and Ky· had agreed to run together, wi_th Thieu as President 

and Ky as Vice President~- An alleged condition for Ky's 

-accepting the su.bordinat·e role was a confidential written 

agreement permitting Ky to retain significant executive 

authority.· It was far from certain that there had in fact 

been such an agreement, and the precise c_ircumstances sur­

roLmding the decision of the Armed Forces Council remain 

.' 
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obscure. The Embassy surmised chat one of the most important 

elements in the ~hieu-Ky merger was the commitment made by . 

ooth of them to President Johnson regarding the maintenance 

of uriity within the _military. • Although the precise inter­

play of events leading to the merger was not yet clear, the 

Embassy noted that " ... it is apparent that there was an 

overwhelming feeling within the military that unity had to be 

achieved." -Ambassador Bunker added that he was "more than 

ever persuaded that our approach to the problem was the right 

one, i.e., to exert continuing·but careful pressure on the 

. princ,ipals, but to bring them in the end to. work out their 

own solution." He recommended that this general approach be 

115/
maintained in the future. 

c. Local Elections 

At the same time that preparations. for national 

elections were under way, the GVN moved ahead with elections 

, at the local level. On five successive Sundays in April 
, 

elections were conducted in 984 of Viet-Nam's approximately 

115/ From Saigon, Telegram 29258, July 1, 1967 
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2,·soo villages, to fill almost 9,000 village council posi-
• 

tions. During the period from May 14 to June 11, elections 

£or hamlet chiefs and assistant hamlet chiefs were held in 

4,476 hamlets (of a total of approximately 12,000 hamlets in 

Viet-Nam). The United States assisted in this, much as it 

' did ·in the 1966 Constituent Assembly election, e.g., by 

printing non-partisan electio~ materials, providing trans­

portation fqr civil servants involved in organizing the 

elections, and coordinating security arrange.ments with GVN 

forces. Voter turnout was high despite Viet.Cong harass­

ment, averaging 77 percent of regist~red voters for the 

village elections and 78 percent for the hamlet elections. 

These elections continued in additional areas during the 

balance of 1967 as security condition.s improved . 

. . d. The Presidential Election, 1°967 

American policy toward the presidential and 

National Assembly elections and the election--campaign· was 

set forth in a Mission CoLmcil memorandum of June· 5: "The 

policy of the United States is not t~ support any individual 

party or any specific ·candidate for office during the coming 

I 
I 
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elections in Viet-Nam. It is qur purpose to be absolutely 

impartial and to do all we can to see to it that the national 

elections are conducted by the Government of Viet-Nam as 

fairly, honorably and impartially·as possible. It is our 

policy to provide the Vietnamese with all appropriate advice 
116/

and assistance to this end." - As was done in the Con-

stituent Assembly election and village/hamlet elections> the 

US Mission assisted the GVN in the physical arrangements re­

quired by the elections. Extreme· care was taken to insure 

that American personnel at all.levels cond~cted themselves 

.--,. impartially and that US. facilities were not used for partisan 

purposes. Detail°ed guidance was distributed to American 

military and civilian advisers throughout the country stres­

sing· the n~ed for such impartiality and prescribing in precise 

terms what official Americans could and could not do. 

Ambassador Bunker regularly reminded Thieu and Ky of ½heir 

responsibility to keep the campaign equitable and to insure 

116/ Mission Council Memorandum·, Jtme 5, 1967; 
Enclosure to Airgram A-771 from Saigon, 

'June 22, 1967 'iSECRE~ 
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that the voting was not fraudulent. For example, Bunker spoke 

to Thieu on Augus_t 11, following an incident in which the 

divilian presidential candidates had, probably inadvertently, 

been flmvn to the wr_ong airport during a campaign trip. He 

emphasized to Thieu the unfortunate effect of this incident 

o_n world opinion, and stressed that it was "extremely im­

portant both for the GVN and for us that the campaign be 

gotten back-on the tracks ... I suggested that ultimately 

the government (GVN) has the responsibility to see that the 

• 117 / 
elections are carried out fairly and honestly." -- Bunker 

made the same points to Ky later in the day. On August 16 

the Political Counselor met with Nguyen Van Kieu, Thieu's 

brother, and underlined the importance of "everything pos­

sible being done not only to assu_re a_ free election but to 

emphasize the appearance of equity of oppo_rt.unity between 

1181 
the government candidates and the civilian candidates." 

, Also on August 16, Bunker talked with Ky and "told him once 

again that our policy on-the elections was clearly to support 

117/ From Saigon, Telegram 2886, August 11, 19 67 -(S'.f!CREI). 
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-no candidate and to 
C 

oppose no candidate, and to favor free
• 

and fair elections." Bunker suggested that given the normal 

/ advantages enjoyed by incumbents, Thieu and Ky " ... could 

afford to lean over backwards in terms of running a campaign 

1191
that is satisfactory to all the candidates." 

The Embassy reported on September 2, the final day of 

the campaign .., that despite some initial confusion and recrim­

inations the presidenti~l campaign had proceeded relatively 

smoothly. Major issues had been freely aired, voter interest 
. . . . . 

, appeared relatively high, and all eandidates had had ample 

opportunity to present ~heir views. The campaign for the 

Upper House was somewhat less satisfactory, largely because 

of the Lmwieldy number of candidates (480 for 60 seats) to be 

chosen by the entire electorate and inadequate means to assure· 

all of them adequate exposure. (The Lower House was elected 

separately on October 22 with voting being conducted on a 

constituency basis.) With regard to the voting itself, the 

119/ From Saigon, Telegram 3223, August 16, 1967 
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Embassy in its election eve assessment doubted that there
• 

would be widespread fraud. It expected, however, that there 

would be instances of ov~r-zealous local. officials attempting 

to influence the outcome on behalf of some candidate (in 

most, but not all cases for the benefit of the Thieu-Ky 

1201slate). 

The election took place on September 3a_ in the presence..______ 
of official foreign observers invited by the GVN (including 

a 22-man delegation from the United-States) and an augmented 

press corps of more than 500. Th~ Thieu-Ky ticket won with 

34 percent of the vote, approximately twice that of runner­

~p Truong Dinh Dzu. As expected, there were instances of 

election irregularity. These were ~ot, however, widespread, 

and in the judgment of the-Embassy could not have affected 

the outcome of the voting. This view was shared by most 

foreign observers and eventually by 
1 

the Transitional National 

Assembly, which had the c_onstitutional authority to invalidate 
I 

the presidential election. (The As~·embly validated the 
i.' 

it 

;. 
I 
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election on October 2 after sev~ral' days of heated debate. 

The outcome of the Assembly deliberations was not a foregone 

c·onclusion, even though most deputi·es privately admitted that 

Thieu won honestly. However, perhaps· in part because of 

pe~sonal pique -- the Assembly included three defeated 

presidential candidates and 51 defeated senatorial candi­

dates -- and in part because of continued frustration among 

pro-Ky deputies at his not being at the head of the ticket, 

a substantial minority of the Assembly was.inclined to in­

validate the results·. The Embassy urged Assembly members 

,·- .... to consider the election on· its merits.)' 

On September 8, President Johnson sent a personal mes­

sage of congratulations to_ Thieu. He noted that the 

American observers "returned believing in the fairness of·· 

the procedures and observed the intense int~rest of the 

Vietnamese people in this major step toward creating your own 

.• popularly chosen and constitutionally-based government." 

• Although the election was a significant miiestone, mud1 re­

mained to be accomplished " ... not the least /of which/ is 

/" 
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the creation of a strong, effe~tiv~ and broadly-based 

government." President Johnson stated that he looked for­

ward to continued close cooperation with Thieu, and 

expressed confidence that. under Thieu's leadership "a 

peaceful, democratic, strong and prosperous Viet-Nam will 
121/

emerge." 

/' 

121/ Department of State Telegram 34017, Sep­
tember 8, 1967 (LIMITED OFFICIAL USE). 
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13. Post-Election Political Developments and United States 
Policy 

a. Developments of a GVN Program 

The initial emphasis of US policy following the 

presidential election was to encourage Thieu to ~dopt a 

realistic_, high-impact program of action, an impOrtant 
' 

element of which was to be measures 
. 

to broaden 
. 

the politi-
-' 

cal base of his government. The ·nepartment suggested to 
·------·-·· ------------······-· 

Saigon on August 31 a list of priqr~ty program objectives, 

based on the following criteria: "(a) US pressure and/or 

resources can measurably affect program implementation 

within a few months; (b) the program objectives have a sig­

nificant domestic US and international impact; and (c) they 

genuinely contribute to building the Vietnamese political 

structure and to gaining popular confidence in the ne~~ 

government." The Department recommended.the following as 

priority objectives: (a) broadening the government, to. in-

. elude appointment of competent defeated civilian candidates 

to the cabinet and development of a workable political party 

TOP SECltt'f-- NQDIS 
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·law; (b) improvement of the armed forces; (c) reduction of 

corruption; (d) revitalization of the Chieu Hoi and "national 

/ reconciliation" programs; (e) "peace initiatives," requiring 

study and full consultation with the other allies; (f) land 

reform and economic development; (g) manpower and· mobiliza­

tion, including immediate regularization of araft defer-
122/

ments.--

Ambassador Bunker .on September 5 agreed that '1we should 

use our influence immediately ..... to __.have (GVN) seek to mobi­

lize broad based popular support by ... appointment of 

prominent civilians, including some leading opposition candi­

dates or supporters· in new government. Prime Minister should 

be a respected civilian with support of an important political 

element." Bunker specifical_ly suggested that Tran Van Huong 

and Dr. Phan Quang Dan should be ·offered positions in the 

new government. With regard to other aspects of the pro-

posed impact program, Btmker stressed the ne~essity for more 

122/ ·Department of State Telegram 30020 to Saigon, 
_August 31, ·1967 (SECRE.t)-. 
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complete mobilization of Vietnamese
• 

resources in the war 

effort, including laws providing for more effective utiliza­

tion of manpower.-
·123/ 

More detailed program recommendations from the US Mission 

in ·saigon were set forth in the form _of a "Blueprint for Viet­

Nam," prepared prior to the presidential _election under the 

direction· of Deputy Ambassador El.igene Locke and approved by 

the Mission Council and Ambassador Bunker. The "blueprint" 

discussed military operations as well as pacification, 
I 

economic development·, the manp9wer situatfon, and "progress 

• 124/ · 
towards democracy." --

With regard to "progress towards democracy," the blue­

print outlined US objectives as fol~ows: " ... to see that the 

newly-elected government is as broad~y based as p'ossible, and 

incorporates as many of the political factio_ns of the country 

as feasible; to see that qualified civilians and military 

:.123/ From S.aigon, 
'"(SECtlEt). 

Telegram 4958, September 5, 1967 

US Embassy, 
August 1967 

Saigon, Blueprint 
('fOP SBiGREff):-' 

for Viet-Nam, 
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leaders are represented in the_ ~ew government, and that it 

has the support of the military; and to see that the new 

government is permitted to function and that coups are 

averted." If Thieu and Ky were elected, it continued, there 

would be some danger of a military-civilian split between 

the executive and the legislature."· The blueprint cautioned 

that the nature of the US-GVN _relationship would_undergo 

some change.in the months ahead, which would of course 

affect the degree and manner in which US influence could be 

exerted in questions.of GVN policy. Going from a GVN which 

ruled by decree, the US was to be confronted with a GVN with 

constitutionally defined powers, responsible in part to an 

elected legislature. "This process will undoubtedly mean 

some delays and inefficiencies, but these must be weighed 

against the value of having a representative. and responsible 

GVN to formulate and carry out its polici~s." 

The Department and the Embassy subsequently drew up 

detailed programs of action, incorporating· in general the 

ideas outlined by the Department on August 31 and by the 

Embassy in its "Blueprint."· These ideas were presented by 

TOP SECRET Nonrs----
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·Ambassador Btmker to Thieu in ~ncrements during September 

and October. (Btmker suggested to Thieu on September 22 that 

/ 
·' 

he would be happy to supply ideas for an action program. 

Thieu welcomed his suggestion and· sa'id he would be grateful 
• 125/

for such assistance.) --

Thieu and his "brain trust" studied and reworked the 

papers presented by the Embassy. Although some significant 

ch~~ges were made, many of the major points suggested by 

the. United States were set forth as GVN objectives in Thieu 1 s 

speech before the opening session of the Upper House on 

October 11 or in his inaugural address of Q_£.t_Qber 31. 

b. Broadening the Base of the GVN 

As noted above, the United States considered that 

. an important feature of Pr~sident Thieu's action program 

should be an attempt to broaden the political base of the 

GVN itself, beginning by the appointment of respected civilian 

. politicians to important cabinet positions.· Ambassador Bunker 

125/ From Saigon, Telegram 6624, September 22, 1967 
- '-tSECtai). 
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emphasized this in conversations with Thieu and Ky in early 

Sept.ember. 

: However, it soon became apparent that the appointment 

of a politically strong cabinet would not be an easy matter. 

Tran·van Huong and other leading civilian politicians de­

clined invitations to serve in the cabinet, preferring to 

stand aloof from the GVN at this ·stage. {Thieu offered 

Huong the Prime Minister-ship, which he turned down.) A more 

important limiting factor, as Bunker later:cornmented, was the 

, "requirement for qualified peoI?le ·with whom {both) Thieu and 

. 126/Ky can work." - In a conversation on September 26, Thieu 

described to Bunker the nature of this limitation. He said 

that he had several names under consideration for Prime· 

Minister. However, Ky had.indicated to Thieu that as a mat­

ter of personal pride and prestige he would very much like to 

have his own man, Nguyen Van Loe, appointed as Prime Minister. 

{Loe was originally to have been Ky's vice presidential rLmning­

rnate). Thieu said that the other· generals. felt Ky's wish in 

126/ From Saigon, Telegram 9096, October 20, 1967 
~ECREI). ' 
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this regard should be honored, and Thieu himself felt that
• 

giving in to Ky on this question would be beneficial in 

cementing good relations with Ky, which Thieu regarded as 

essential. Bunker emphasized that he ·completely agreed with 

Thieu on the necessity for a good working relationship with 

Ky; " ... I said that I thought this more· important even than 

the· question of who was Prime ;Minister ... and if he. felt that 

the Loe appo_intment was necessary in order for him to 

achieve this relationship, then we would be sympathetic to 
127/

his problem." -

. Thieu's first cabinet was, therefore, undistinguished in 

terms of broadening the GVN's political base, although reason-

. ably competent from a technical point of view. It was not 

tmtil after the commm1ist Tet offensiye, and after Thieu had· 

become more confident of his own position, that he was able 

to name a new cabinet headed by Tran Van Huong. In May 1968, 

shortly after the opening of the Paris t~lks, Thieu was ready 

127/ From Saigon, Telegram 6934, September 26, 1967 
"{SECRE'f) . 
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to proceed with the reorganizatj.on ·of his government. The 

Department noted signs of dissatisfaction among Ky and several 

of the senior geneials at the prospects of a change in the 

cabinet, and expressed concern that "he (Thieu) is ... moving 

_perhaps too quickly without having adequately prepared the 

terrain." While sharing the Embassy's view that a broadening 

·of the GVN's political base by the inclusion of Tran Van Huong 

and others would be useful, the Department was "strongly of 

the opinion ... that Thieu should have a full airing of his 

intentions with. Ky and the other influential generals before 

he makes his actua 1 move ... " It added that, if Thieu's 

intentions were to combine changes in the cabinet with a 

reshuffle of key military·positions, he would be well advised 
128/

to "do them in two slices rather than·a single orte." 

Ambassador Bunker replied that Thieu told hi.m he had talked 

. with_ Ky and Ky was now ready to accept Huong as Prime Minister. 

Thieu had also said there would be no changes in the-military 
·129/

leadership. President Thieu annoLmced the appoint~ent 

128/ Department of State Telegram 163374, May 14,--··· 
19 68 ~l!-CKE19-. 

; 129/ From Saigon, Telegram 27237, May 15, 1968 E-SEcRgT) 
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• of Huong on May 18. 

In Ambassador Bunker's view, the appointment.of Huong 

was an important milestone in the development of full con­

stitutional government in South Viet-Nam. Huong was 

considered assertive and independent, had a significant 

political following of his own, and was in no way beholden 

to Vice President Ky or any element of the military. Huong '.s 

appointment signified Thieu's own intention to rely less com­

pletely on· the military and to devel~p a civilian power base. 

Ambass·ador Bunker also felt that the Te~ offensive was 

a major factor in this civilianization process. As he later 

reported: "Politica 1 developments (during the first half of 

1968) were in every case conditioned and in many instances 

determined by the Tet atta~ks and.th~ opening of the Paris 

tal.ks. It was these two events .more than anything else which 

made the formation of the Huong Government both necessary 

, and possible. The Tet attacks caused·a growing lack of 

confidence in the Loe Government, to the point where both the 

Assembly and the military in effect·had begun_ to demand a 

change; the opening ·of the Paris talks convinced most if not 

tOP S'.l!:CltE'f• MODI:S:::---_ 



, 'fOP SEGRE'£ 
""""'\ 

all political leaders that a government with a broader popular 

base was essential in order to give· the GVN a strong negotia­

ting position. And it was these two .events also which 

pe·rsuaded Tran Van Huong that the· national situation demanded 

he abandon his retirement ... " Tet and the Paris talks also 

ruled out any power plays by the generals; the ne~d for 

unity and strength "was compelling :even from the point of 

view of dissatisfied military elements." This in turn "made 

it·possible for Thieu to assume more fully the constitutional 

role of president rather than representative of a ruling 
130/

military clique." 

c. Building of Constitutional Institutions 

Following elections and the installation of the new 

government, it remained to the Vietna~ese to establish the 

various organs and institutions called for in the new . 

J30/ From Saigon, Telegram 32385, July 1968 
(Ambassad.6r Bunker's mid-year assessment to 
the President) -€SiCRE'£' MODia) 
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constitution. This effort proc~eded smoothly in the main, 

and the United Staces played no direct or major role in it. 

The Upper House of the National Assembly was formally 
~ 

inaugurated October 11, 1967 and the Lower House 3 weeks--==------- - -- ----·---------· -~------- -- - ·- ---, --------

lat§.F on October 31. The ~upreme _CoJ,lrt, re_quired by the 

constitution to be established within a year from the date 

of President Thieu's inauguration, was sworn in on October 22, 

1968, after enab~ing legislation passed the Assembly and was 
'I • 

promulgated by the President. The independent anti-corruption 

agericy, the I~~~Sq~~te, also required to be established 

within a year, was sworn in on October 30, 1968.
---··--••·- .. .... .,_____ •,-~--- -. _,.. _________ ,___ --·----

Thus five years -- almost to the day~- after South 

Viet-Nam's first constitution.was abolished, the major 

institutions of a new constitutional regime were fully in 

place and functioning. 

4:'0P SEe~EI .- NODiS 
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