B. POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT IN VIET-NAM

There were two fairly distinct phases of US efforts to
encourage and assisﬁ the South Vietnamese to build a firm
political foundation. 1In the first phasé, the overriding
objective was to restore political stability so that further
moves could_be undertaken to prosecute tﬁe war successfully.
This period lasted roughly from November 1963 to mid-1965,
and was characterized by almoqt continual political turmoil
and constant governmental changeé.; During this period the
emph;sis in US advice and assistance was léss on the actual
form that political development should take (i.é., the exact
type of government) and méfe on effegtive and stable govern-
ment per se. This was stated clearly as US policy from the
very start of the post-Diem period, when President Kennedy
sent a message to Ambassador Lodge:saying'"...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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appearances.' ~
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The second phase, béginning in mid~1965, of course had
the same basic objective of improving the stability and
effectiveness of the Government of Viet-Nam (GVN). However,
once a modicum of this had been achieved by the expanded .US
military commitment and the installation of_éhg Ky Govern-
ment in June 1965, both US and GVN efforts were increasingly
devoted to the gpecifics of steady constitutional development

-and return to legitimate democratic rule.

1. Political Developments in the Immediate Post-Diem Period

. The loosely-organized ipnta of general and field-grade
military officers who successfully overthrew Diem also sus-
peﬁded the Diem constitution on November 1, 1963. They had
no specific ideas oﬁ a new constitution but focused instead
on .establishing a provisional government which could rule
the country for an interim period until a new constitutional

regime could be installed.

| 1/ Department of State Telegram 746, November 6,

1963 (FOP—SECREE~EYES ONLY) . —
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The military leadership, représented by Generals Tran
Van Don and Le Van Kim, called.on Ambassador Lodge Novem-
ber 3 to discuss their intentions. They noted that thfee
types of government had occurred to the military leaders:
first, a straight-oﬁt 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 the; had decided, i.e.,

a military committee presided over by General Minh, under

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 provisional govérnment which would
last six months and even longer but certainly not two years."
Lodge noted "They seemed to be cﬁmpletely decided that this

was how they were going to do it." =

On November 4 the military leadership issued Provisional
Constitutional Act No. 1 in the name of the Military Revolu-

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

- 2/ From Saigon, Telegram 900, November 3, 1963
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or MRC. The act centralized legislative ané executive
powers in the MRC, designated the bhairman of the MRC
General Duong Van Minh to be Chief of State, and deleggted
certain executive and legislative powers to a Prime Minister
“and a Provisional Government. Forﬁer Vice Presidenf Nguyen
Ngoc fho was named Prime Minister; ' )

The miiitary leaders stated their intention of returning
power eventually to a civilian democratic regime. In a noté
to the US Embassy on November 5, the CVN Foreign Office said
"Pending the drafﬁing of a.ﬁew conséitution, which will be
submitted to the Viétnamése peoﬁle'for approval, ... the
President of the MRC will perform\temporarily the duties of
Chief of State." 3/ In a nationwide address oﬁ November 6
General Minh said, "In the very near future, when all the
democratic institutiéns have been set up, the MRC will

" The same

transfer all powers back to the entire people.
- day the Provisional Government issued a proclamation saying
it would "devote itself to the task of building the founda-

tions of a truly democratic regime."

3/ From Saigon, Telegram 944, November 6, 1963
(UNCLASSIFIED).
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The United States recognizgd the new government on
Novémber 8, noting'that the MRC's program included, among
othér things, a transfer of poiitical power to a popularly-
elected government.when the situation should permit.™
-Secretary Rusk, in his press confe;ence of November 8, said
"I think that developments in South Viet-Nam promise to move
rapidly toward coﬁstitutional government, and a‘sense on the
part of the people that'they have a stgke in their future."
In an effoft to enlist greater'civilian support and
participation, the MRC also established on November 6 a
'"Council of Notables" (originally termed 'Council of Sages')
” :

with advisory functions and including 'personalities selected
among representatives.of all ﬁational tendencies and profes-
sional sectors." Thé'Depaftment welcomed the establishment
of the Council as a means for politically conscious Vietnamese
to participate in the political process, and suggested that

, the Council might be uséd by the MRC to heip prepare recom-

mended constitutional changes.™

4/ Department of State Circular Telegram 885,
November 8, 1963 (CONTIDENFIAL)—

5/ Department of State Telegram 755, November 7,

1963 W
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On December 19, the MRC naped some 60 individuals to
the Counéil, The Embassy reported “prevailing public
opinion is that membership of Council constitutes repre-
sentative cross-sections of political tendencies and interest
Igroﬁps," but noted the diversity and the strong-mindedness
of many members and said the key factor was "Bow GVN and
Council ... conceive of Council's functioné and energy and

6/
effectiveness with which carried out." — The Council

actually had little chance to function in. the political.

uncertainties leading to and following the coup of Janu- 7
< v
ary 30, 19@%, and it was dissolved by Prime Minister Khanh
. ‘.-i' 0

on April 4, 1965.
The miiitary leaders, particularly General Minh, were

undeniably popular immediately following the coup against

Diem, and they exercised actual control of the GVN through
a 12-man Executive Committee of the MRC. Minh was the Com-

mittee's chairman and the nation's de facto chief executive,

6/ From Saigon, Telegram 1226, December 28, 1963
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while Premier Tho was relggateq to a background role. Through
Ambassador Lodge, US efforts were dedicated in 1arge.part to
advice to Minh on improving his effeétiveness as a nétional
leader and capitalizing on his and his colleagues' personal
'popularity to solidify support for the neﬁ‘gOQernment. Minh
responded only slowly to‘suqh advice, howeyeé; and in the
three months of its existence the Minh/Tho éovefnment was
unable to cope effectively with either the deteriorating

security situation or growing internal political dissension.

—FOP SECRET - EXDIS
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2. The Nguyen Khanh Government and US Support
On January 30, 1964, Major General Nguyen Khanh, Com-

i —
manding General of(%)Corps, took control of the GVN in a_ L

bloodless coup d'etat. Khanh was backed by seyerél younger

general offiéers such as III Corps Commander Tran Thien
Khiem, Brigadier-General Nguyen Van Thieu who was then
Commandef of the 5th Division in-Bien Hoa, and éivil Guard/
Self-Defense Corps Commander Duong Ngoc Lam. Khanh was
also assisted by Colonel (later Geﬁeral) Nguyen Chanh Thi, .
his deputy in(E}Corps. - | | | | '?

. Khanh claimed the older geﬁerals were failing to run

the GVN effectively or to meet the increased VC threat and

were leading the country toward a 'neutralist" solution (such .=

as the one espoused in Jaﬁuarj by General De Gaulle) which
would result in a complete communist takeover. He arrested
Don and Kim and two other generals on the MRC Executive Com-
mittee, as well as a fifth general -- Nguyen Van Vy -- who
had just returned from France where he had been in exile

during the Diem regime.

—TOP_SECRET—FEXDTS



The US Mission was not iqforméd of'coug moves until the o

last minute and had no chance to divert such an obviously‘{i::j?
unwelcome action. Once Khanh had seized controi; US efforts
were devoted to convincing him of the necessity to obtain as
broad a political base for the new governmentlas possible
and to avoid further political disruption. The United States
hsupported the new regime in order to contribﬁte to the
restoration of political stability and GVN effecﬁiveness.
Khanh retained the Easic proQisidns of the Provisional
Constitutional Act of Nove@ﬁer 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

kept Minh on as Chief of State, which the Embassy considered

of "key political importarnce' since it '"provides a symbol of
unity, especially for the Army, and sense of continuity an
tends to undercut criticism of the manner in which Khanh

engineered his takeover." ™

7/ From Saigon, Telegram 1533, February 14, 1964
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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 union as appears attainable
under prevailing circumstances." ‘Lodge noted that Khanh had
"attempted to assign cabinet positions with an eye to bal-
ance between geographic origins and religious affiliations
o-f 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 involved and acoids
inevitable carping which would have occurred if a pureiy
political figure were appointed.to this position.' =
‘The Embassy was impressed with the neﬁ government and

the leadership Khanh had exhibited up to that time. Lodge

noted "US support remains a key factor in the situation and

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

A month later US support for Khanh was reaffirmed by Secretary

8/ From Saigon, Telegram 1533, Februarf 14, 1964
—CONFIDENTIAE)—
9/ 1bid.
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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 shouid continue to make it clear that'we.fully sup-
port the Khanh Govefnment and are.totallyﬁopposeq to any

further coups." 10/ | o .' | .

Khanh had difficultyrégrking with and controlling the
diverse political elements in his Cabinet, and GUN effec-
tiveness suffered as a result. Hé was also engaged in a
personal rivalry with General Minh, whom he had in effect

deposed on January 30. By June 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 Hoan) .

lg! Message from the White House to Ambassador Lodge,
CAP64077 DTG 141560Z (March) (SECRET/EXDIS).
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Ambassador Lodge and the Depaftmant sympathized with

Khanh's position but shared concern over the unsettling

ffects a sweeping change in the GVN would produce at this
time. They were particularly concerned about how it might
afféct preparations underway at the time in Wﬁshington re-~
garding Viet-Nam, including consideration of actions against
North Viét-Nam and a proposed Cohgressional resolution in l( ?
support of US moves. The Department recognized that "the
current governmental structure is less than ideal and that
General Khanh needs some trusted ﬁoliticai colleagues with
whom he can share the burden oflhis responsibilities. How-
ever, unless he proceeds to reorgaﬁize his government in a
gradual fashion and perhaps within the framewofk of soge
new draft constitutional process, a sweeping reshuffle would
predictably give rise to an impression of confusion, internal

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 2258, June 12, 1964
<SECRET=EXBES)~—0u -




... but these acéivities G105 Tust not be upéet Sy news of
more changes in Viet-Nam which would give a further im-
pression of instability.“‘lg/ At Lodge's ufging, Khanh
promised to give Lodge sufficient advance ﬁotice of any

" changes and a list 5f all principal personnel'involved; he
also said he would make proper public pfeparaﬁipns for any

o 13/
reorganization moves.

Despite its support for Khanh personally, tﬁe United
States had continued to urge Khanh'to'cooperate with Minh
to enlist the latter's sup?or; for the GVN as a whole.

Such cooperation was not achieﬁéd, however, and by Juiy
Khanh was complaining openly of Minh's oppﬁsition to him.
He also alleged Minh was maneuvering with stherbmilitary and

political figures against -him.

The Embassy was concerned that Khanh's political posi--

tion was deteriorating. To bolster Khanh's position,

Ambassador Taylor noted to him on July 24 that ''the US

12/ From Saigon, Telegram 2459, Jume 12, 1964
XSECRET=EXES—ONRES—— :
13/ Ibid.
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Government could not con;emplaye consequences of another
change in government ... He, Khanh, must refuse to be dis-
couraged ... and carry on." Khanh réplied the United States
could help him in two ways: (1)  get word around that the
United States condemns any more changes in government; and

(2) talk to General Khiem and other military leaders about
14/

‘the nefarious effect of politics in the armed forces.
The Department approved this coursé of action and told Taylor
"'you may in your discretion sound Khanh out whether he wishes
us to dissociate ourselveslfurther from Minh and whether he

needas our support in taking tough line against Dalat gener-
15/ : « | '

als.

On August 3, Taylor again assured Khanh the
United 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

15/ 1I.e., the five generals Khanh had arrested on
January 30 and later had confined in Dalat.
Department of State Telegram 245, July 25, 1964
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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 help but a
hindrance to unity, we had no further interest in him." 16/
Taylor had some doubts about the GVN under Khanh but
saw no alternative to him at that time. On August 10 he
éold 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 United States should

17/

Il ———

""do everything possible to bolster the Khanh Government.

———

16/ From Saigon, Telegram 286, August 3, 1964

17/ From Saigon, Telegram 377, August 10, 1964

22
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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 issuédlan emergency decree giving
him a legally freer hand in exercising executive power. On
August 8 Khanh informed our Embassy‘; Political'Coﬁnselor
that, as.a logical follpw-up to his assumption.of emergency
powers, he inteﬁded to promulgate a provisional constitution
within a few weeks and to establish a new provisional
government "]':"&/

" On August 14, in the seaside 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's Political

Counselor and Executive Secretary of the US Mission Council

18/ From Saigon, Telegram 355, August 8, 1964
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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 authofity would be relinquished as conditions
permitted, and spelling out in more detail the fights of
citizens. They also notedlthe whole document would be con-
sidered an unduly permanent formalization of a military
takeover, and therefo;e careful "public preﬁaration was
needed if this was to be done smoothly.™

‘Khanh stressed the need for 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 makiné the wording of the charter less brusque

~ and to assisting the GVN in public relations measures ex-

plaining the necessity for this sort 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
T=- =
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: * ‘ 20/
see no alternative but to make, the best of it." =~  The

Department concurred with the Embassy's approach in attemp-
| 21/
ting to effect changes in the proposed charter.™

Khanh 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 ﬁy 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 pgfﬁicipant.
On August 16 the new charter was promulgated. The

Embassy found the final version much improved in tone and

language over the dfiginai'draft and substantially revised

to reflect in large measure the suggestions made by the
}

20/ 1Ibid.

21/ Department of State Telegram 446, August 15,
1964 TSECRET=LIMDIS) .

22/ From Saigon, Telegram 419, August 15, 1964
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Embassy Political Counselor 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 Sysﬁem and provided for only
one'executive_officér, who would replace both the Chief of
State and the Prime Minister and who was elecéed by the MRC.
.The MRC also would select members of the Provisional.National
Assembly as well as the President éf the High Council of
Judges. The MRC elected Khanh Presidént with 50 of the 58
votes cas®. e

The Embassy had misgivings about the inevitable slow-
down within the GVN as a resuit of the change, and also about
Khanh's ability to install_a new cabinet, provisional assembly,
and judicial organs within.the“one—month deadline called for
in the Charter. However, the Embassy saw the Charter as
having several worthwhile aspects. It provided the first:
legal basis for government and thé first formal plan for

succession since the overthrow of Diem. It did away with

. 23/ From Saigon, Telegram 441, August 16, 1964
l L]
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the ministerial system and pla?ed Cabinet membefs undexr
greater executive discipline. It provided a provisional
assembly to give politicians an opportumity to pérticipate
constructively in government, if they so chose. The Embassy
suggested a public US stance that the ''recent emergency de-
crees and provisional constitution respond téﬁneeds of _.
situation as seen by MRC and ﬁrovide Khanh and his govern-
ment with better institutional framework for prosecuting

24/

war more vigorously."
Almost immediately Khaph.fouhd himself the target of
violent criticism from Buddhiét, student, and political
groups. The Charter was widely interﬁreted as an effort to
consolidate-military control of the GVN and as an indication
of more stringent control'df the poéulation to come. Initial
resistance was led by students advocating civilian and
democratic government, but leadership of the opposiﬁion was
quickly asserted by Buddhist leaders who had in:fact already

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

24/ From Saigoﬁ, Telegram 464, August 18, 1964
{SECREE~LIMIIS)




scheduled Buddhist demonstrations commemorating.the 1963
struggle against Diem weée 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 situgtion and to en-
courage him to take certain actions. Khanh ééreed to Taylor's -
recommendations and said he would (1) announce his 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 éhat he was prepared to meet cer-
tair student demands, such as limiting press censorship
and.relaxing curfew hours; é;d k4) 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 Buddhists that

the US Government had 'no sympathy for their divisive machina-
25/ ‘ |

tions.

25/ From Saigon, Telegram 541, August 24, 1964
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His professéd firmngss no?withstanding, thelnext day
Khanh personally confronted 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 ”Q;mpﬁ session
of the MRC to confirm his concessions to the crowd, and the
group grudgingly concurred.

A full meeting of the MRC was scheduled for August 26.
Amid reports that that body ﬁight voﬁe to displace Khaqh
completely, before the meeting Taylor sent word to Minh and
several other generals that ;he United States wanted no““
change in gbvernment 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 Khanh,

that internal maneuvers had to be stopped somewhere, and that

Khanh is indeed the best bet we have in'current circumstances.'

26/ From Saigon, Telegram 559, August 26, 1964

29

26/
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The MRC showed considerable 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 ne;t 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

than renaming Khanh exclﬁsively as Chief Executive, however,

the MRC established a triumvirate cﬁmposed of Generals Minh,

Khanh, and Khiem to function as an Executive during the

transition period.

27/ Saigon Airgram A-496, December 29, 1964
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4, Transition to Civilian Government

The Vung Tau Charter 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 éhe deep divi-
Isions within the military, divisions which could be (and
were) successfully exploited by the various non-military
political groups. The leadership had shown it was neither
unified enough to femain aﬁéve these groups nor strong enough
to prevent them from creating political disruption. It was
clear that a substantial degree of civilian participation
was requireﬁ for a return of political stabiliﬁy. United
States efforts during this period ﬁere thus devoted to en-
couraging the smooth transition to a provisiona; 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 flown off to

Dalat for a ''rest,'" and Deputy Premier Nguyen Xuan Oanh
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announced he was ''caretaker" Primé 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 no confidence in Oanh's ability to run the GVN effec~-
tively, ana on August 31 Taylor and Deputy Ambassador
Johnson went to Dalat to urge Khanh to return to Saigon
quickly aﬁd to take other measures giving evidence that he
could still govern the country. Taylor told Khanh that "if
he can give such evidence, the United States is still behind
him. If we ever become convinced Fhat he cannot lead his
country to victory, he can no longer count upon us." 284
The Department approved.Taqur's.line with Khanh,
pointing out the 'urgent ﬁecessity ... to get Khanh back
into action and rehabilitate his prestige if possible.'" The
Department also offered for Taylor's use a suggested letter

from President Johnson to Khanh urging him to return to

28/ From Saigon, Telegram 684, August 31, 1964
- POR—SEERET— LIMDIS) . '
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saigon,ggj The fetter as finally drafted refiected‘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 détermining the future of your countfy.
From here, the problem appears to fall info ﬁ%o‘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 Républic of ﬁiet-Nam.
The second is ... to restore.natibnal morale by exhibiting

30/
tangible success against the Viet Cong." —  (Because Khanh

returned to Saigon shortly, Taylor felt the letter was not
needed and it was never delivered.j

Khanh returned from Dalat September 4 and held a press
conference to unveil publicly his idéas on the evolution of

civilian government. As outlined to Taylor and Johnson

29/ Department of State Telegram 567, August 31,

1964 €SECRET = EXDIS)

30/ Department of State Telegram 584, September 2,

1964 {SEERBT—= EXDIS)—
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previously on Aughst 25, his plan involved the formation

of a council of personalities to decide within the two-month
transition period, on the form of a new GVN, which would then
be established and hold office provisionally until a per-
manent constitution.could'be approved by the entire electorate
in a referendum. khanh envisaged that the prévisional

government would be divided into three branches -~ executive,

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

legislative branch would have the additional task of drafting

the permaneht constitution;-

On September 9 the full triumvirate held a press con-
fereﬁce and formally published-two decrees: one assigned
Minh powers.that made him de facto Chief of State with.
responsibility for convoking the High National Council
(i.e., the council of personalities éalled ﬁor by Khanh), the
other established the High National Council and charged it
with drafting a provisional charter and érganizing a provi-
sional national assembly. |

On September 13, dissatisfied junior ARVN officers,

o TR, ol
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mostly Northern Cétholics, mougted an unsuccessful coup
against the existing military leadership. Deeply disturbed
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 unqualifiéd support for the
éstablished.process of transition to civilian government.
Secretary Rusk instructed Taylor to make the ''strongest
-private representations to all key personalities ... that
there not be interﬁecine wa£ within South Vietnamese armed
forcgs ..., that latest events had created an appalling im-
pression abroad ..., and that the ﬁnited States has nog-
provided maésive assistance to South Viet-Nam ... in order

to subsidize continuing quarrels among South Vietnamese

! 1"

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
gét 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
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continue to direct affairs..."

»

The Secretary voiced total
disapproval of the coup group and said that "US support for

the GVN is based on the triumvirate and its-efforts to bring
3%/

about a broadly-based and effective government.'

Taylor, who had just returned from a consultation trip
to Washington, met Khanh and Minh September 14 and told them
the consensus in Washington was that by far the greatest
problem facing South 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 reliability of our Vietnamese aliy, and said "it would
be a mistake to count indefi;itely on unlimited US support"
in these circumstances. Khanh and Minh said they understood
the seribusness of the situation and stated their intention
to push ahead with their plans for'establishing the provisional

32/
government.

g;/ Department of State Telegram 654, September 13,
1964 <STCRET - EXDIS) . —

32/ From Saigon, Telegram 857, September 14, 1964
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Taylor and the Mission %lso communicated the Secretary's
position to other high GVN officials, civilian politicians,
military officers, religious leaderé, and local press repre-
sentatives in the next few days. The coup was unsuccessful,
at least partly because of US disapproval, and the trium-
virate was able to continue toward greater civilian rule as

"planned. On September 26, Minh preéented the.High National_
Council to the nation, and the group began its deliberations.

At this time the US Mission had begun a reaSsessméﬁt
of Khanh's capabilities. Noting that US support had helped
sustain him in power during the critical preceding two months,
Taylor raised the question whether he was worth such support
now. Reviewing Khanh's assets and_liébilities and the cur-
rent political scene in Séigon, 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., establishment of a prime ministerial rather than a
péesidential system in which Khanh could retain leadership

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

Taylor also recommended that the United States be prepared
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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

33/

for Khanh." =

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 cgmmunication between
the variousfpolitical groupings, =-- i.e., the military,
the religious groups, and the Council 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 mneed for close cooperation between the civilian
and the military, and the fact thﬁt the United States had no
preconceivéd notions as to particular forms of government
or personalities. Taylor noted tﬁe Council was more cohesive
and practical-minded than he had originally expgcted, and was

r

thinking in terms of a prime ministerial system under a Chief

33/ From Saigon, Telegram 972, September 28, 1964
- EXDIS)™ '
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of State.gﬁ/ On October 12, Taylor discusséd the Council's
ideas with Khanh, who was generally in agreement. In dis-

cussing personalities involved, Taylor noted his preference
for a civilian prime minister‘and a role for both Khanh and
Minh, one asICommander-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 executive..." or at

"... as leader of Army with co-equal position to civi-

least

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

made clear that the United States does not support Minh as
' 36/

powerful chief executive.'" =—' Taylor answered that he be-

lieved the Mission had suécessfully persuaded the Council

34/ From Saigon, Telegram 1108, October 12, 1964
«SECRET——LRDIS)-.

35/ From Saigon 1109, October 12, 1964
~SFCRET——ERMDES—

36/ Department of State Telegram 859, October 18,

1964 (POP—SBEREFE—EXDIS) .




toward an acceptable 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 Commander-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 military-
civilian system might eﬁtail, and he stated his intention to
work fér a civiiain prime minister 'with strong and well-
defined powers with Khanh as Commander-in-Chief and perhaps
also Minister of Defense or Deputy Prime Minister for
Pacification." 31/
The High National Councii‘published its provisional
Charter on October éO, 1964. It provided for three branches
of government, with separation of powers and several checks

and balances to protect against the ascendancy of any one

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

37/ From Saigon, Telegram 1183, October 19, 1964
PP S ERT PR P S —
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problem of militéry vs. civilian control, leaving unclear
certain powers regarding control of the armed forces. Un-
able to complete the task of choosing a new nat;onal assembly
by the October 27 deadline, the Council assigned to itself
provisional legislaﬁive powers. On October 24, the Council
chose its chairman, Phan Khac Suu, to become Vigt-Nam's

first Chief of State under the Provisional Charter. The
triumviratelrelinquishea 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 mew GVN had been
accamplished on schedule, with an essentially civilian gov-
ernment installed on the most legitimate cbnstitutional

basis since the overthrow:of Diem almost exactly a year

earlier.

—POr SECRLELT = EXDTS5—
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5. US Support for Civilian Government
The Huong Government faced two serious problems:
(1) overcoming political opposition which quickly developed

HOutH

against the new GVN on the part of several minor
political figures and Buddhist and student groups; and (2)
maintaining the support of the military leadership and

sufficient control over it to be able to govern effectively.

The United States, determined to see the new civilian gov-

ernment succeed in restoring political stability so that
further measures to prosecute the war could be undertaken,
supported Huong fully in his-attempts to dgal with these
problems.

On November 9, when Huong asked him whether further
actions against the North were contemplated, Taylor replied
", .. reciprocal responsibilities were involved. On.the GVN
side it was essential that a stable government be estéblished
capable 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

—SEGREP—= EXADTLS
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open for discussion. In the meantime he could count on con-
2 " 38/ =
tinued US support.” —
The opposition elements mounted anti-demonstrations in

Saigon and also attempted to press 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 down firmly on the\éemonstrators.
Concerned about the disruption further changes céuld cause
and unimpressed with the character and sincerity of the
opposition, the United States made clear to Suu, the Council,
the military, and political leaders of varioﬁs gfoups 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 ﬁigh

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
SRS
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determine fundamental 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, government over-
thrown before it even had opportunity to get to work.'" When
Suu asked whether changes should be made in the government,
Johnson replied "... there was in our view no reason to
chénge the éovernment. On the contrary the government should
be supported by all coﬁcerned."'ég/ Johnson also conveyed

40/

the same message to key Council members.™

Strain between the civilian and military leadership also
deve}oped early in the Huong regime. Huong suspected Khanh
of wishing to undermine the new ci&ilian government and re-
establish himself in power. Huong also suspected Khanh was
at least partly behind some of the.groups in violent opposi-
tion to the GVN. Other military leaders were also dis-

trustful of the civilians' ability to cope with the political

39/ From Saigon, Telegram 1635, November 25, 1964

40/ 1Ibid.
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'disﬁurbances, and some felt Hupng was too inflexible in
dealing with dpposition elements, particularly the Buddhists.
US efforts were devoted to getting the army to participate
responsibgiity in thehlegal civilian government and coop-
erate with it rather than staying apart from it and working
separately outside of it. |
In eariy November, Khanh had pushed through certain
decrees reorganizing the RVNAF High Command and giving the
armed forces wide separate powers oyér mobilizafion of re-
sources and,.in effect, by;passing much of the civilian GVN
structure. Taylor persuaded Khanh to modify the decrees
somewhat and reemphasized the US désire to see closer
military-civilian cooperation. On November 10, he told
Khanh "The army as the military arm of the government was an
organic part of it énd not something that could be detached...
The military leaders should share a sense of responsibility
and lend their encouragement and support to the inexperienced

41/

civilian ministers now faced with a herculean task.'' —

41/ From Saigon, Telegram 1460, November 10, 1964
(SECRET—EXBE5——




—STCRET - EXDIS - 46

.

During this period the United Statés also began to
encourage the Vietnamese in development of permanent poli-
tical institutions. The Embassy felt some caution was |
necessary in encouraginglelectioﬁs of a National Assembly
too soon, but concluded that a fully-elected Assembly was
preferable to an appointed or partially-appéinted éne. 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 feturn ffom another con-
sultation trip to Washington, Taylor again reaffirmed US
support for the transition to civilian government and US
concern about continuing pqlitical instability in South
Viet-Nam. He reported he had told all significant Viet-
namese leaders of Ué "admiration for orderly course ... in

selecting and installing civilian government and US respect

42/ From Saigon, Telegram 1563, November 20, 1964
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for Prime Minister Huong and his government."

He also ex-~

pressed US dismay that the GVN was under attack ''by critics

of 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.'.

43/ From Saigon, Telegram 1750, December 8, 1964
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6. Military-Civilian Conflict: Resumption of Military
Primacy

The‘prOSpecfs for increased political stability and

further progress toward legitimaﬁe 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 older generals 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 milipary's power, and the action reopened wide the
basic civil-military split which had Eeen kept more or less
below the surface since tﬁe'previous September.

The United States waslprofoundly 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 '"felt no reluctance in acting
without consultation with US representatives and in dis-

regarding our advice on important matters once we became



https://genera.ls

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
| 44/

evidence of national unity.

On the morning of December 20, Taylor met with Generals
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 cieaf 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 Coﬁncil and to strengthen unity. Taylor pointed out
that they had usurped power, and the 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
—«SECRET—="TCXDTS) '
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1 45/
press conference scheduled for that afternoon. =™  However,

the generals held their press conference as scheduled, at
which General Thi announced 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

military before agreeing to remain in office." Taylor
suggested four conditions Huong should exact as a price for
staying in office: (1) he sﬁ@uld not accept the legality of
the military;s decree purporting to dissolve the High National
Council; (2) he should agreée 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 government all prisoners

45/ From Saigon, Telegram 1870, December 20, 1564

46/ From Saigon, Telegram 1877, December 20, 1964
" ASBECRET = EXbFS-—
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they had taken; and (4) there should 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 blﬁntly to Khanh and the
military that we have lost confidence in either a true
military di;tatorship or a military dictatorship behind the
facade of a civilian government and under such circumstances
there was real doubt the US Government could continue to
support the GVN,EZ/ " | : o

The following morning, Taylor and Johnson told Kﬁanh
that because of the military's action, "the US Government
would find it very difficult, if not impossible, to cooperate
under these circumstances.'" Taylor téld Khanh that because
he took responsibility for what the generals had done, 'he

48/ .
had lost my confidence." 48/ Khanh then asked the Ambassador

if he should retire from his present position, and Taylor

47/ From Saigon, Telegram 1874, December 20, 1964

i

48/ From Saigon, Telegram 1881, December 21, 1964
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replied that he should. 1In discuséing various courses which
Khanh might take, Taylor said Khanh might remain if the Prime
Minister 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

pf their political prisoners to the government, and the

acceptance of responsibility for and participation in the

49/

Huong Government.

The Department backed Taylor's bélief that Huong's
position must be strengthened'and‘the military brought back
into line.é_' As possible leverage against the generals,
the Department suggested that the United States let it be
known it was withholding approval of all pending United
States assistance actions. In addition, several steps aimed
specifically at the military were suggested, such as sus-
pending certain US-directed operations, expressing US

dissatisfaction through the advisor network, and temporarily

49/ From Saigon, Telegram 1881, December 21, 1964
~TOP SECRET = -

50/ Department of State Telegram 1319, December 21,
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“suspending non-crucial 1ogistigal airlifts. The Departhﬁnt,
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,
woul@ have adverse effects since they would primarily affect

sS4y
civilian confidence in the Huong Government.™

On ﬁecémber_ZB, 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 Coumcil. Huong, Vien and Suu
had ggreed to reject Khanh's terms even though the govern-
ment might fall as a consequence. .As an assurance of
American 5uﬁport, Taylor gave Huoﬁg 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

mnational unity, and without improper interference from any

group, is the essential condition for a successful prosecution

-

51/ Department of State Telegram 1320,

December 21, 1964 6TO?‘SECRET"“E&D;S;‘____
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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
mounting 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 foreground the basic
issue of effective unity in South Viet-Nam.ég/ The Depart-

.ment_ instructed Taylor that if Huong were presented by the

military with a demand to déclare h{m (Taylor) persona non
grata, he was to advise Huong that as Ambassédor he had 'been
actiﬁg with the full support of the United States Government
and that anf acceptance of such a demand or hesitation in
rejecting it would make it Virtualiy 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 of State Telegram 1328, December 22,
1964 .

3/ Department of State Telegram 1346, December 24,
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insist on proceeding, thg Emb%ssy was instructed to ask if
the GVN desired to break relations and if so how they
estimated their capability to proceed without US‘sﬁpport.
If Ky and the other generais 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-
niess and to bring them around.éé/' -

On December, 25, Taylor replied 'Responsible leaders of
GVN do not desire to b?eak 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 Las neither moral nor physical
stamina to‘undertake ... assignment" of personally taking on
the military singleﬁandedly. The Ambassador pointed out |
that Ky and the other generals were thorouéhly 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 1347, December 24,

1964 {POP~SEGREZT—EXDTSI—
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to reject immediately Khanh's demands for ousting him (Taylor),
an ad hoc 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
genergls.éé/ The Department agreed with this proposal, but
felt the committee should discuss '"all possible sources of |
misunderstaﬁding" 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 government's
power.

In the meantime, the United Sfates moved to undercut
Khanh's extfeme stand by explaining the US position directly
to his military colleagues. Generél Throckmorton, Deputy
Commander of MACV, called on Generals Ky and Thieu and on

Admiral Cang on Christmas Day to allay any misunderstandings

55/ From Saigon, Telegram 1939, December 25, 1964
G -

56/ Department of State Telegram 1355, December 25,
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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 country but had only replied
poSitively to Khanh's own suggestion. Throckmorton said
the United States was not trying to replace Khanh withl
Minh, and Taylor would be willing to meet with the generals
to clear up any misunderstanding. Finally, he noted that
the military's demand that action be ﬁaken against Taylor

left Huong and Suu only the options of resigning or de-

claring the Ambassador persona non grata ==- an action.which
would make it virtually impossible for the United States

to continue its support. Ky's reaction was that Throck-
morton's statements strengthened his éuspicions that Khanh
had lied to the Generals.' Thieu said his misunderstandings
had been clarified and that he felt that meetings should be
arranged between Taylor and Khanh, and Taylor and the

51/

generals.™

57/ From Saigon, Telegram 1955, December 26, 1964
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On December 26, Taylor and Johnson met with Huong and
suggested that.an{gg hoc deputies group be appointed tﬁ 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 count on LT
Khanh were to move in and take over; to this the Ambassador
said that hé 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 aﬁ this time. Taylor suggested to the Depart-
ment that it consider aﬁthorizing him, if Huong did request
some assurances, to state 'The US Government would find it
impossible to cooperate with any government headed or con-

58
trolled by General Khanh."‘_“/

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
—(TOP SECRET - EXDIS)
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General Thieu, Adﬁiral 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 QOanh and Thieu the question of
working out a solution to the governmental crisis arising

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

-

Johnson was able to explain Taylor's disappointment with the
general's action of December 20; and that matter was con-
~—---sidered-closed. On the governmental questiﬁn, Johnson
explained the rationale of the US position apd the 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 ﬁble to think of was a
reversal of the dissolution of the ﬁigh National Council
either by the military itself or by the military acqﬁieSCing
in a statement by the government not recognizing the Tegality ™

: 59
of the December 20 action.——/

59/ From Saigon, Telegram 1999, December 30,
1964 {SECRET—n EXDESI+—
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While Taylor was encouraged by the ad hoc deputies'
meeting, he still foresaw serious governmental crisis until
the issue =-- "fundamental question of whether armed forces
are to represent focus of political power outside civil
government or are ready to subordinate themselves to gov-
ernment as its military arm'' -- was decided.ég/'

On December 31, Taylor in contemplating the possible
course of future political events in South Viet-Nam, said
that if the outéome 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 ﬁS disengagement from South Viet-Nam,
the withdrawal of the bulk of American advisors, the reduétion
of MACV to the status of a MAAG and USOM to an economic=-

budgetary advisory group; America would continue to accept

responsibility for the air and maritime defense of South

60/ From Saigon, Telegram 2000, December 31,
1964 ¥SECREF—EXDTIS)
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Viet-Nam. Phase II (air attacks on the DRV) might be used
to dampen further terrorist attacks, to signal Hanoi and to
raise dejected spirits in South Viet-Nam:él/

On January 9, Johnson met with Khanh to get his views on
three sets of problems: (1) the outlook for the stability
and effectiveness of the government; (2) the proﬁlem 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 Uhited States thaﬁ Khanh and the
generals were more interested in personal politicking'than
in fighting the war. Johnson pointed out that by letting the
military and the government constitute two distinct entities,
Khanh merely perpetuated the basic_sifuation leading up to
the December 20 coup. On Points 2 and 3, Khanh protested at
great lengthvhis respect and 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 2010, December 31, 1964
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never said anythfﬁg against the‘Uhited States, but "if the
United States is badly represented here, that is another
thing.ég/

On January 11, the Department told the Embassy that
chances appeared goﬁd that Khanh would soon take over the
government, either directly or indirectly. The Embassy
wés asked to avoid as much as possible any action which might
be seen as committing the United States one way or another.
Specifically, the Embass& was cautioned to take no early _
initiatives to see Khanh, letting him come to us if he
wanted to; but also doing nothing to change the pattern of
Worging‘relations at all levels until the situ;tion clarified:éé/

Taylor,‘on January 16, reported the main thrust of the
Embassy's recent efforts were on two fronts: (1) to attempé
to integrate the military into the gévernment in a manner

which gives them a sense of participation and responsibility

62/ From Saigon, Telegram 2102, January 9, 1965
(SECRET = LIMDIS)—

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 miiitary. Suu told Taylor the next day that he had
not resigned (as had been announced) but had been overthrown;
however, he would be willing to stéy §n temporarily.éé/

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 apﬁarent desire to install himself as Chief of

66 :
State.““/ The Embassy contacted General Ky to convey to him

and the generals the fact that the United States was in no way

64/ From Saigon, Telegram 2166, January 16, 1965
CSECRET—EXDTS—
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propping up General Khanh or bagking him in ény 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
Department said that any government which had any hope of
success must take into account both the military and the
Bﬁddhisté, and cautioned the Embassy égainst "once again
getting into the position of trying to shore up a govern-

éﬁ/ The-r

ment besieged by both military and Buddhists."
Embassy pointed out that while the military and Buddhist
Institute leaders (not Buddhists in general) were the pre-
dominant elements politically, the military was much more
important siﬁce the Buddhist Institute's strength outside
the Hue area was essentially superficial. The Embassy in
the past had never tried to shore up any government attacked

by both these elements. The primary US objective should be

-—

' S
67/ From Saigon, Telegram 2339, February 3, 19&%
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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 maintain
order. However, the United States should not encourage the
formation of a government which was unnecessarily provoca-

69
tive to the Buddhist Institute.'““/

The un;table 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 Forces Council (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

" estab-

respect for the October 29 provisional charter,
lished a Military-Civilian Council as a "'transitional

' and promised to convene a national con-

legislative body,'
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 ESEECREE—TFBBEST

.._S__E‘.{"D'E"‘{‘ EYNni1o
SN L

Bt




— r
—S¥CRET—=LXDTS e 66

c~
L

L]

and legislative was set up but would also "act as inter-
mediary whenever necessary in order to preserve equilibrium
until there is a government elected directly by the people.”
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 element
in the coun%ry. 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 FeSruary 20, the AFC voted no-ccnfidence in
Khanh, and on February 25, he was given a "roving Ambas-
sadorship" and sent out of the coﬁntry. Minh had been
similarly sént out in late October and Khiem had already been
assigned to Washington as'Ambassa&or since November. The
"young turk" generals who remained and assumed full control
of the RVNAF were a relatively cohesive and still politically-

uncommitted group.




7. The Quat Government

‘ The reemergence of military predominance in the poli-
tical field coincided with new US-GVN moves to step up the
war, beginning with the launching of regular air strikes
over North Viet-Nam in early Febru@ry. These moves tended
to overshadow the political situation and diveré US attention
somewhat, but they also helped stabilize the political
atmosphere ﬁithin South Viet-Nam at least témporafily. An
abortive coup by certain younger (mostly Catholic) officers
on February 19 was quickly crushed; the military reaffirmed
its éupport for Suu and Quat and remained relatively in the
background of South Vietnamese politics for several months
therecafter.

The Embassy assessed the new Quat regime as having poten-
tial, but noted it was dominated by Northerﬁ 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 closecly with new
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government headed by Prime Minister Phan Huy Quat." ——

‘he United SLates also continued its efforts to encourage
development of more permanent political institutions. Omn
February 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 assemblf
through elections at a fairly early date; in the meantime,
the National Legislative Council (formerly Military-Civilian
Council)_had fuil legislative powers. Tuyen also indicated
the GVN would hold municipal electlons.7l/

During March the NLC devpted 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 éhieu 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
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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'fhe political situation had been accomplished and
expressing confidence in the Quat Government. At the séme |

_time, Quat also moved to keep the military engaged in the
government by reorganizing the militéry command to reduce the

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

Minis try of Defense. In this he had the advice and support
72/

of Taylor and Westmoreland.
Despite its good relations with the military, the Quat

Government was unable to overcome prevailing regional and

religious divisions in the body politic. 1In 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 théf of State Suu. The
immediate issue was the question of the constitutional powers
of 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 supported Quat's right to
néme 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

"one

73/

11—

this.time," pointing out it would be seen abroad as
more evidence of political instability in country.
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 -~ announced 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 overthrowa.

73/ From Saigon, Telegram 3885, May 25, 1965 (SECRER~—~—
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8. Ky Government, 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 GVWN. In a meeting with Taylor Jume 16, Generéls Thieu
and Ky outlined their plans for a new military government.
Thieu said such a goverﬁment would remain for 6 months to a
year, after which consideration could be givén to returning
the government to civilian hands. Taylor mentioned the
desirability of holding out Ehe prospect for national
elections, to provide a goal for politicians who might
othefwise spend their full time in opposition. Thieu and Ky
replied they had this in mind L2

The government of Brigadier General Nguyen Cao Ky was
installed on June 20, 1965. According to the Provisionél

. Charter of June 19, from which it drew its mandate, the ky

Government was to be only temporary pending creation of a

74/ From Saigon, Telegram 4221, June 16, 1965
SECRET = LIMDIS) . —




civilian, constitutional regime,, 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 the
revival of constitutional processes, and some civilian poli-
tical pressure on the GVN to bring it about forthwith.
Perhaps the most -noteworthy example of this came in October
1965 during a nétion-wide conference of province chiefs gnd
provincial council chairmen organized by the government.

The council chairmen, elected in May 1965, met in informal

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 meeﬁing, the councilloxs issued a
joint statement exhorting the GVN to move ahegd more rapidly
in this transition process.

In late 1965 the Ky Government developed plans for a
stéged transition from military to COnStitutional govern-
.ment. The first step in this sequence, described by Ky in

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

o
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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 council's draft would then be discussed in seminars
held throughout the country in which "municipal and provin-
cial councilmen, members of political parties, trade union
members and students' would offer their views. When a
consensus had been reached inlthis manner, a new draft
would be prepared which would be submitted to the’voters in
a popular referendum in Octqber 1966. The election of a
constitutional government would then follow in 1967.
General Pham Xuan Chieut Secretary-Gene;al of the
National Leadership Committee (Directorate); was given the
respbnsibility for drawing up a list of civilian politicians
to serve on the Adviéory Council and was to be the main link
between the Council and the Directorate. Chieu and the
Directorate envisioned a Council of approximately eighty

members, including such men as Revolutionary Dai Viet leader

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

Phan Ba Cam.
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9. Honolulu Conference, 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 Soutﬁ Viet-Nam to defend itself militarily.
However, the foéus of Honolulu was on non-military aspects
of the conflict =-- pacification, economic stabilization and
political development. The Rpsition of the United States
with regard to the democratization process to be undertaken
by the GVN was presented‘in confidential sessions of the
conference, and the éommitﬁent of both governments 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-
veésations with Thieu and Ky, the President noted the.
importance of governments' achieving '"a wide measure of

popular consensus' if they were to govern effectively. The

T4



President further noted GVN plans for drafting a constitu-
tion, holding a referendum 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 without funning too serious risks of Communist exploita-
tion of weakness and division." The President stressed the
importance o} 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-
tician instead of just a general." L/ Secretary Rusk laid -
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." 1In particular, the GUN committed itself: 'to

75/ Memorandum from Bill Moyers, the White House,
to U. Alexis Johnson, February 16, 1966
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formulate a democratic constitytion in the months ahead,
including an electoral law; to take that constitution to our
people for discussion and modification; to seek its ratifi-
cation by secret ballot; to create, on the basis of elections

1

rooted in that constitution, an elected government. For its

part, the United States, ''pledged to the principles of the
self-determiﬁation of peoples, and of government by the
consent of the governed... therefore gives its full support
to the purpose of free elections proclaimed by the Govern-
ment of South Viet-Nam..."

These commitments were recorded in somewhat more
specific terms in a resume of the conference proceedings
prepared by the Department of Statg and dated February 23,
1966. It noted the "consensus' of the two governments with
regardlto 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
pafticipation in and contribution to this process. The
United States affirmed its support for free elections."

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

[
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specific discussions involving both Vietnamese and US
representatives. fhe 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~-

tical development were as follows:

The GVN will appoint an advisory council
consisting 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 Council will draft a constitutiom,
which will be taken to the people for dis-

cussion and modification and submitted to a
referendum 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 GUN 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 GWN to

move more quickly than would be wise...'" in this process.



T

Similar outlines of agreed policy and "further action"
needed were prépared for all areas discussed at Honolulu.
Periodic progress reports were to be submitted to Washington
by the US Mission, Qescribing_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 interest in the

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

lowing Honolulu. The Department was generally satisfied

with the steps taken or contemplatéd by the GVN in the
formation of the Advisory Council, expressing reservations
only with regard to the proposed cemposition of that Coun-
cil. The Department was concerned, however, at the

reluctance of the 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 {SESRER~
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Viet-Nam, in the Advisory Council. In a message to the
Embassy on Febfuary 12, 1966, the Department expressedlthe
hope that provincial councilmen could be included, or at
least '"that adequate provision would be made for regular
Advisory Council consultation with provincial councils."

It suggested that the Embassy approach the Directorate on
this matter,zz/ On February 22, the Department also ex-
pressed concern at indications that GVN leaders intended

to exclude "dissenters'" such as leftist Catholic Nguyen Van
Trung from the Council. While recognizing that ''the GWN
.must embark on political development very carefully and
deliberately in face of wideapread'VC penetﬁation and sub-
version of cbuntry...if VC are to be successfully challenged
politically, believe generadls 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 dissenters, the Department continued,

77/ Department of State Telegram 2378
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Meould conceivabl; begin to channel dissent in constructive
way;” 28! 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 comstitutional convention.

78/ Department of State Telegram 2481
ACONFIDERTIAL)
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10. The Buddhist '"'Struggle' of 1966; Alteration of GVN
Plan foi Democracy=-Building

The orderly sequence outlined at Honolulu for a return
to constitutional government =-- as well as GVN programs in
areas other than political development =-- were to be
severely disrupted and changed. The removal of General
Nguyen Chanh Thi as I Corps Commander on March 10, 1966,
precipitated an attempt by Buddhist militants to bring down
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 occup£éd for the next
three months and to force a change in the manner in which
the GVN moved toward constitutionalism. One Buddhist de-
mand , though not their primafy goal, was the immediate
election of a constitutional assembly. The GVN éventually
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.)

~SECREE—
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Although the transition toward constitutional government was
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
March 9 of his intention to remove Thi from I Corps. In
Ky's view, Thi was deliberately insubordinaté; in effect,
one-fourth of the counfry 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. 1If they chose not to do so, Ky would go
back to the Air Force and someone elselcould 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
"...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 sutcessful

prosecution of the war."

y ~ r—
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Ky then asked for Lodge's comments off the record and
as a friend. iodge 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 stumble
and fall flat on his face." He suggested that Ky prepare
a thoroughly documented 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_thé 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

33



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 toﬁard nationhood." Lodge then
noted that Ky said that he had Thieu's support, an assertion
which "might mean much since no one is more expert (than
Thieu) at elimination of troublesome persons.' 13/

Lodge again called on Ky at 4:30 p.m., March 9. He
asked Ky whether he '"had the votes' necessary to remove Thi.
Ky assured Lodge that he did. Lodge went on to warn that a
change of Prime Ministers 'would be disastrous" in the post-~
Honolulu context. Viet-Nam was'making progress on every
front, and "in addition, Pfesident Johnson was making great
progress...his critics were looking more and more picayune

' A change of Prime Ministers therefore

and preposterous.'
"ecould not be understood, and it would appear as a catastro-

phe." 1If, therefore, Ky had the slightest doubt of his

79/ From Saigon, Telegram 3260, March 9, 1965
CSEERET
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ability to bring off the removal of Thi he sﬁould avoid such
- a confrontatioﬁ._ 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
' 80/

1 —

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

-

Lodge also reported to the Deparfment 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 lst Diviéion, 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 véry 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, March 9, 1966
~SECRET )~



leave.'") Lodge agreed to this and the necessary arrangements
were immediately begun. As fur;her inducement to Thi to
accept his fate gracefully, the Embassy offered to assist
in placing Thi's two younger children 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 élearly fecognized as evidence
of "determination of the Directorate to establish a true
natidnal government."

The EmbASSy speculated that the most important reaction
would probably come in I Corps, whére 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 Hue that ''relations between
Thi and the Hué troublemakers 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 possibly because he found Thi unresponsive to his influ-h
ane."

The Emg;ssy warned, however, that this did not necessarily
mean that Thi's departure would be greeted "apathetically."
"They (militant Buddhists) are quite‘capable‘of trying to
use it as an 'issue' in the hope thereby of mounting a cam-
paign 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 abqrtive 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 General Chuan assumes
. his new command." The Embassy also noted that "in atteﬁbting
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 wing will either abstain or
quietly side with GVN."

The first signs of reaction to Thi's removal came on
March 11 in Danang. Approximately 1500 people gathered for
a protest meéting in downtown Danang to hear speakers \
charge that Thi was arrested by ''corrupt people connected
with the Caﬁ Lao" while "struggling for rights of people.'
They demanded that he be returned immediately to I Corps.
By March 12,.pro-Thi demonstrations had been organized in
Hue and Hoi An, capital of Quang Nam Province.

On the afternoon of March lZ,_Thich Tam Chau, Chairman
of the Buddhist Institute (Vien Hoa Dao), called a press
conference at which he set forth the ﬁosition of the mili- -
tant Buddhists. 1In a commﬁnique signed by Chau in his
official caﬁacity, the Buddhists presented four points:

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

. revolution (against Diem) should be rest;red to their
poéitions...(Z) 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. (&) The

84



government should implement without delay what it has
promised...partiqularly the social revolution related-to the
life of the masses."

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 actioﬁ set. The communique éppeared to the Embassy as
a i'cautious.testing of political wind," designed at least
in part to "'let government know they afe still there and
that due attention must be paid tﬁem." 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-

2
hists are not supporting Thi." et

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 movement.'" Ky subsequently

82/ From Saigon, Telegram to the Department
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met with Tam Chau), and on March 14 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 was said to have wanted the
Advisory Council to include mostly provincial council 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
country. ﬁé proposed that Colonel Sam Wilson, a friend of
Thi's then serving as Mission Coordinator, télk fo Thi and

_ _ 83/
convince him to leave peaceably. Lodge 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 March 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. He therefore concluded that the
time had come to abandon his ''gentle' approach, but did not
elaborate 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 frustréted about at this
juncture. On the contrary, they are reacting to Ky's forth-
coming gesture by raising the ante to include concessions
which Ky cannot possibly make: e.g., call for removal of
Thieu and Co (General Nguyen Huu Co, Deputy Prime Minister)
and for end of military government.' Lodge added that he
planned to meet militant Buddhist leader Thich Tri Quang

85/
.on March 17. —

—
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In a third conversation with Lodge on March 16, Ky

noted that the Buddnists had now enlarged the third of
their original f&qr points to demand én 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 moving toward
cbnstitutional democracy just as fast as the traffic will
bear. To hold elections without a constitution, without

electoral laws, without the inescapable minimum amount of

Lodge's meeting with Tri Quang took place as scheduled
on Mérch 17 at the Ambassador's residence. - Quang first
assured Lodgé that the Buddhists did not want a coup or
immediate change of government, but only sought to ''quicken
the process of democracy." Qua-%\propOSed that there be a

"national convention or assembly,' instead of the Advisory

Council, which would draft .a constitution and choose a new

86/ From Saigon, Telegram 3361, March 16, 1966
(SECRET) .
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public information is to court a wildly irresponsible mess."
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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-
ment,§Z/ 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 allowed to
continue. He added that the US is not ''desperately attached
to any individual, but no government céuld 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 may have
been.misled if he believed Thieu and Ky‘could carry out a
true social revolution. The GVN was so inept, 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 éouch in the future, and Lodge agreed.
Lodge commented that '"Quang is brilliant, dynamic, deeply
interested in ﬁolitics, totally ignorént of democratic
methods, with a capacity for debate and demagoguery. It is
hard to tell how much he believes the bunch of specious argu-
ments cited in this telegram. I believe he will reflect on
what I said, but he appears qgite determined to pursue his
course for the time being." g8/ |

While Tri Quang was meeting with Lodge, Tam Chau met
with Thicu and Ky. ‘Quang later told an Embassy officer that
Thieu and Ky promised to anmnounce the formation of a Consti-
tuent Assembly‘on March 18. va this promise were kept, said
Quang, the situation in I Corps would return to normal. Bui
Diem earlier told the Political Counselor that the GVN was
in fact considering the possibility of holding elections for
a Constituent Assembly. The alternative was to form an

_appointive Democracy-Building Council with a heavy input of

~ provincial council members. However, on March 18, Thieu told

88/ From Saigon, Telegram 3371, March 17, 1966
. CSECRED) T
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Lodge that the Diéectorate intended to stapd by its oriéinal
plan, e.g., to appoint a consultative assembly which would
not include provincial and municipal éouncil members. Lodge
agreed with Thieu's wariness of "making a deal' with the

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

17—

one on a very slippery slope.
| In 2 March 19 message to the Department, the Embassy
assessed the situation in the following terms:

"... What has happened so far is that Buddhist Institute
has...amplified its demands Ey asking for some form of so-
called Constituent Assembly. 1In effect, they are asking the
government to give up power.j.

W If-the Buddhists' aim is to bring down government,
then no type of compromise solution...will satisfy them.
However, if they are dealing in good faith and thefe is
'give' in their positiom, it is probably just as well .that

- GVN announced yesterday its' intention to stick to original

blueprint (as outlined by Ky on January i5). Both positions

89/ From Saigon, Telegram 3393, March 18, 1966
ASECRES)~—
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are now on record and a dialogue which hopefully will reveal
extent of Institqté'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 streé-
sing the unfortunate coﬁsequences of any political upheaval
on the prosecution of war, on United States and world public
90/
opinion, ete." —

The situation continued relatively gnchanged for the
next several_days. Speaking to a National Administrative
Conference on March 25, Ky averred that he agreed with those
who wanted an electe& National Assembly and a civilian govern-
ment. He sfated 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, March 19, 1966
(SEEREE-.
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the possibility o% bringipg back.several of the exiled
generals, another of the Buddhists' demands. However, on
March 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/

T ——

minorities in this country.
The Buddhists meanwhile had in no way moderated their
position. Public demonstrations against the '""Thieu-Ky
clique'" continued to take pléce in I Corps, and much of the
ARVN 1lst Division (stationed in Thua Thien and Quang Tri
Provinces) began to clearly gide 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 Sgigon, Telegram 3577, March 29, 1966
T) o
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continued politicél agiﬁation in South Viet-Nam and the seeming
inability of the GVN to deal effectively with it. It lamented
the tendency of fhe GVN to 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 ﬁad 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 Communist agitators in Hue and Danang aﬁd arrést those
with solid VC connéctions, aﬁd to meﬁe out military discipline
to military officers participating in the struggle. The
Depaftment also suggested that the GVN combine the carrot with
the stick:

"If GUN unable obtain»cpnsensﬁs for democracy-building
plan, could it as alternative call conference of key figures
in drama to hammer out solution in oﬁe room followed imme-
diately by joint aﬁnouncement...? Recognize this is major
concession in appearance, but Directorate's refusal to make

concessions or to act has not been markedly successful to

date." 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." More forceful action

against Saigén 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 makg a firm announce-
ment of political plans (e.g. formation of the Consultative
Assembly) was designed to gain timé to gather wider support and
to encouragé a split within Buddhist ranks. 'He and his assoc-
iates apparently estimate that thef can temporize 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, expressing the view that attention

was already foéu;ed too heavily on the US, and that in any

case, the disorders in I Corps ''are 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.

On Aprii 1, the Department stated that '"We sense Direc-
torate may be hamstrung_by unwillingness make greater explicit
political concessions, but our feeling tends more and more to
view that this is most hopeful horn of dilemma." It in-
quirgd whether there would be any advantage in expressing
this view to the GVN by means of a-Presidential message.g&/
Lodge replied that he generally agreed with fhis analysis, .but

‘ 95/

doubted that a Presidential message would be desirable.™

93/ From Saigon, Telegram 3605, March 31, 1966
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94/ Department of State Telegram 2939, April 1, 1966
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95/ From Saigon, Telegram 3671, April 2, 1966



In reviewing the Sitgatioq on April 2, the Embassy ;tated
that the time had come '"when firm decisions and actions can
no longer wait.'" The Embassy's objective had been '"to pre-
serve the government,...to allow whatever political evolution
could develop... with continuity of government and maintenance
of security in the country." These objectives were all in
- some degree of jeopardy. If the confrontation between the
GVN and Buddhists 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
his colleagues in whatever they do to restore order and re-
tain authority." The Embassé.favored the second course,
which would fequire "immediate decision and announcement of
government's final program for political eéolution, 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 drawing up

96/

‘plans for troop movements of this sort.

96/ From Saigon, Telegram 3672, April 2, 1966 «SECREZ—
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Ky informed iodge on April 4 that the Directorate had
met and voted (1) to hold a political convention, and (2) to

take ''strong measures."

He asked Lodge to provide airlift
for three battalions of troops to be moved from Saigon to
Danang to reassert GVN authority there, to which Lodge agreed.
. Ihe tfoops were moved north the same day.

Immediéfély following the troop movement, the Secretary,
in a message to Lodge, expressed the view that "in generél,
we believe present circumstances call for USG taking more
active role in political d15cussions‘in every way possible...
crisis has clearly come to a head and some political answer
must-be found as quickly and peacefully as possible.'" 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 use
of your own great personal prestige both with GVN and with

97/

other key leaders.' —

97/ Department of State Telegram 2964, April 4, 1966
~«SEESRTT) .
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On April 5, the GVN announcled ﬁhat a '"National Political
Congress' would be convened within ten days. In a conversa-
tion that day, Thieu asked Lodge to use whatever influence
could be brought fo bear to convince 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 emphgsized that he had
offered advice at every phase of the crisis, and assured the
Secretary that "I share your désire for a ﬁolitical solu-
tion." Lodge doubted, however, that he personally should try

98/

to see the leaders of the opposition.™

Ky told Lodge on the morning of April 6 that he had
decided to "reoccupy" Danang by military 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 solutioﬁ before attempting a

1"

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 agrecing te 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 |
remarks ''deplorable and astounding.'" Lodge preferred the
decision outlined to him by Ky in the morning. He concluded
that "one thing seems cléar tonight: GVN has a big case of
cold feet." 99/

The Department, however, was of the opinibn that the
GVN decision to seek an "over-all political solution' was

the proper one. '"... We believe you should not repeat 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 political solu-
tion.'" Countering Ky's offer for a constitutional convention

 within six months, Tam Chau on April 7 demanded that it be

99/ From Saigon, Telegram 3761, April 6, 1966 ¢SEERET——

100/ Department of State Telegram 3001, April 6, 1966
(SFERET——
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convened "within the next two qr three days." The GVX found
this a bit_extfeme, and the crisis continued on dead center.
Nonetheless, a National Political Congress was held as had
been planned, followed by the formation of an Electoral Law_
Drafting Commission to write laws for the election of the
Constituent Assembly. Meanwhile, military operations to
"reoccupy" 5énang were held in abeyance and Danang ccntinued
under de facto control of the strﬁggle movement . The GUN did,
however, make 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) democratic 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 among non-
communist elements in the fight against the VC. Since the

achievement of these objectives was of crucial importance, it


https://importar:i.ce
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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 GVWN authority in I Corps. "

... This is not to recommend a
violent attempt to 'reoccupy' Danang and Hue, but rather a

firm, persistent and quiet effort... to whittle away at the
101/

Buddhist magbine in I Corps."
The GVN was apparently reaching a similar conclusion
‘with respect to the necessity to reassert its authority in
I Corps. 1It, however, chose a more direct means than the
whittling process recommended by the Embassy. On May.lé,
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 moyemént and military elements
cooperating with it. (In a meeting with Ky that evening,
Deputy Ambassador Porter expressed US displeasure at being
kept in the dark on a development of such impoftance.) In

. the days following, as the reoccupation of Danang proceeded,

01/ From Saigon, Telegram 4554, May 13, 1966
ASTCRES— -
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the Embassy sought to assure that it was done as relatively
non-violently as possible, specifically urging the GVN to
avoid attacks on pagodas, where many of the hard-core

strugglers had sought refuge.

d. Conclusion of the Struggle

The gulf between the GVN.and the militént 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 struggle force will
become more fanatic and desperate in its actions. The imme-
diate outlook is for more bifter clashes between extremists
and the governmment. It also is likely to see even more
attacks on the United States-and US policy by the struggle

—

forces." The increasingly anti-US posture of the

02/ From Saigon, Telegram 5124, May 30, 1966
ASFERET—
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struggle culminated in the burning of the USIS Library and

»

American Consulate in Hue.

In an attemjt to break the political impasse, the Embassy,
with Departmental concurrence, sought to arrange a private
meeting between Ky and Thi. (Thi had been allowed to return
to L Corps in mid-March, in the futile hope that this would
help to quiet the situation.) Thé meeting tqok 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 thé 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 ingerim

"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
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civilianization measures pending completion of the constitu-
tional framework. The enlarged Directorate was formed on
June 6 and the PAC was formally presented in late June,
shortly after the first anniversary of the Provisional
Charter of 1965.

As of late May and early June, the GVN had continued to
maintain contact with militant Buddhist leadgrs (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.May 31, Ky met with Tam

Chau and other militant leaders, and reached what he latex

I 1

described as a '"verbal entente." The "entente" 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 agéinst Hue
could seriously undermine or undo the latest understanding
reached between the GVN and the Buddhists. The GVN went

ahead nonetheless, using combat police from outside the

Hue arca to stiffen the resolve of loyal government units in

SQCI\E.L
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Hue. The restoration of GVN au?hority in Hue was accomp-
lished quickly agd'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,
howeyer, Immediately following the Hue operation, Chau
called on Lodge to complain that he had been put in a diffi-
cult position and was being criticized for his "moderate"

"encourage"

views. He expressed the hope that Lodge would
Thieu and Ky to stép down. Lodge replied that it was not for
the United States to tell the Vietnamese people who their
~leaders should or should not bel He sfressed, however, that he

would encourage the GVN to carry out fair electioas in Septem-~

‘ber, and urged the Buddhists to participate in them and to

=] =y
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remain in consultation with the 6VN. = 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

n

Tam Chau '"moderates'" and Tri Quang '"militants," a direct

1

outgrowth of an essentially unsuccessful '"struggle,'" was to

-

prove'quite lasting, and seriously weakened Buddhism as a

political force in Viet-Nam.

103/ From Saigon, Telegram 5412, June 9, 1966
~({COI : :
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11. Moving Toward ConstifutiOnal Government (1966-67)

.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 15. 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, consﬁitutional convention.
Prime Minister Ky accepted that proposal and on May 5 con-
vened an Election Law Drafting Committee. The ELDC

completed its draft and submitted it to the newly-enlarged

Directorate on June 7. The Directorate 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 1965 provincial cowmcil

elections. The election was set for Sunday, September 11,

1966.

—

The Embassy actively monitored the work of the ELDC and

reported its deliberations in full. There was considerable

]

‘{.ﬁ



Departmental interest‘in various aspects of the law, and a

" rather detailed ipterchange developed between Saigon and
Washington 6n 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 ﬁo run, that
-as many peopie as possible be allowed to vote, and that the
election be administered f#irly and freely. The Department

mn we

pronounced itself satisfied with the_ELDC's work :
believe these drafts...shouid provide solid, credible and
valid basis for Constituent Assembly elections. Embassy's
efforts to influence discussions iﬁ riéht directions have
-clearly been most beneficial and are warmly.commended.” Lo/
An even more fundamental USicansideration in this period
was merely that the process of political evolution 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, June 7,
1966 (BECRET)—
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during the summer of 1966 on the 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 prohinent candi-
dates, Phan Khac Suu and Dang Van Sung. Lodge expressed
regret that the two had been disqualified. He then ”stressea
fhe importan;e of these eleétions in terms of US opinion, of
which Ky was well aware -- also the effect on world opinion...
He (Ky) said that the generals had had a meeting concerning
the elections and had agreed that it had to be organized

honestly..."

(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 that 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 were devoted to it to the

maximum extent possible. US interest was equally high, but

105/ From Saigon, Telegram 1631, July 22, 1966
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the éaigon Mission scrupulously avoided becoﬁing 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
Office), whosé printing facilities were superior to those of
the GVN, assisted in the production of non-partisan camﬁaign
materials (urging people to vote, graphically describing
voting procedures, etcl). On the days immediately. prior to
the election, US military units were assigned tasks normally'
belonging to ARVN in order to free Vietnamese troops for the
protection of polling places and cgndidate rallies.

The Embassy and the Department were well pleaéed with
the results of the election, in whichbmore than 80 percent of
registered voters went to the poils despite instances of VC
terrorismf On the afternoon of September 11, Ambassador
Lodge offered these thoughts: '"For the Vietnamese to havg_Ffﬂ
. voted in such large numbers in the face of terrorism shows
their willingness to defy the Viet Cong in oxder to take a X&
step which they believe is a step forward for their country;

lEhe election ié7...a development which they believe will

protect them from despotism, instability and corruption in

—~SEERES——
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government . In a message to Embassies in troop-

,

contributing countries and NATO capitals, the Department
noted that the 1afge voter turnout '"...constitutes important
step in return to constitutional, representative and more
broadly-based government in South Viet-Nam; and...is dramatic
demonétration of Viet Cong's inability both to exercise dom-
inant influence over South Viet-Nam population and to hampex
GUN's ability to carry out important internal programs...
While massive turnout cannot be interﬁreted specifically
as positive vote of confidgnéé in Gvﬁ or Prime Minister
Ky, it represents as minimum willingness parficipate in GVN-
107/

e

spbnsored program of political development."

b. Drafting of the Constitution

The Embassy's thinking'on the process of constitu-
tion drafting was outlined in a message to the Department on
September 4: 'We do not propose that we seek to influence

, 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, Clrcular,

September 13, 1966 (SECRED)..
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constitution. We should, rathqr, concentrate on thbse
features which we consider absolutely necessary to the
achievement of oﬁr objectives in Viet-Nam. To the greatest
extent possible, we should not'fry to prevent the Vietnamese
fromldrawing 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; e.g., a presidential system (the Embassy noted
that this system, or a variation of it with a Prime Minister
as well as a President, appéared to be favored by many
Assembly candidates); (b) executive control of the military;

(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.

08/ From Saigon, Telegram 5228, September 4, 1966
' (CONEIDENTEAL)
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In general these points were édopted and followed as
guidelines in thg Embassy's contact with the Assembly and
the Directorate. There proved to be a rather broaa 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-
theless, 5pecific issues did ariée 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-wiéld reQSOﬁably firm control
over a significant minority of the Assembly, and to Assembly
members themselves.

One of these issues was Assémbly consideration of
Article 4 of the constitution, outlawing "Communism in all
its forms." The Department stated that ”it of utmost impor-
tance that constitution create no institutional obstacles to
'national reconciliation' program and that it represent a
clear democratic alternative to Communism.'" It added that to
give the concept of national reconciliation '"maximum credi-

bility...constitution should avoid any explicit condemnation



——

i

of political ideologies.'" The Department 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
e?ery opportunity in contacts_with both the Directorate and

110/

CA members to 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 fﬁndamental importance, issues of more immediate
concern were those provoking clashes 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 (CONFFBENTIAL) ,
10/ From Saigon, Telegram 10850, November 14,

T 1966 (CONFEDENTIAL) .
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arose out of différences of opinion over constitutional provi-
sions, although some were unrelated 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,
but 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, thét view
prevailed -- not necessarily becausé it was favored by the
United States but becausg iﬁmﬁas a middle position between
the two extremes. In this and other issues on which the
Difeetorate 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 merits of the opposite
view, although this was occasionally attempted. However, it
did constantly remind both the GVN and the Assembly of the
importénce of the process of constitution drafting and the

necessity, therefore, to reach some form of compromise, an

effort which may have helped to moderate several potentially
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serious disagreeménts between gpe two sides.

The Assembly completed the constitution within the time
limit allotted bf 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
éeveral Directorate-sponsored ameﬁqments). It was promulgated

by Chief of State Thieu on April 1967.

c. Guam édnférence, 1967

President Johnson, Secretary Rusk, Secretary
McNamara 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 much
with non-military as with military aspects of the joint eféort.
Prominent among the non-military items of discussion were
progress in constitutional development and the upcoming presi-
_dential election. = . |

President Johnson congratulated Thieu and Ky on completion

‘of the constitution (approved by the Armed Forces Council just
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prior to their departure from Viet-Nam). The President also
praised the Vietqaﬁese 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
frée, fair and open as the elections of 1966.

- The United States was concerned not only that the presi-
den;ial 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 éonference, Embassy Saigon sug-
gestgd that President Jolmnson emphasize to Thieu and Ky
"the importance we attach toféhe maintenance of military

unity, both as the necessary base for effective military

action and also as the means to political stability and prog-

ress." AL/ President Johnson spoke along these lines in his

conversation with Thieu and Ky, in addition to stressing the
~mnecessity for free and fair elections. Both Thieu and Ky

assured the President that they would do.nothing to divide

111/ From Saigon, Telegram 20577, March 17, 1967
T ASECRE®—
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the military in the months ahead. In a press conference be-
fore leaving to return 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.

L
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12. Implementing the Constitution (1967)

a. Drafting of Election Laws

The next step in this gradual evolution was the
drafting of electoral laws for the election of the President,
Vice President and National Assembly. The.Consgituent Assem-
bly conferred this authority on itself, sitting aé 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 fsatisfy two basic
goals: they must tend to unite the nation =-- not divide it,"
and éhey 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 candida?es. In
addition, the Embassy thought it advisable that the winner of

the presidential election be required to receive a broad man-

however, that '"these laws should be a Vietnamese product. As

/.IJ'

-date, by means of a runoff if necessary. The Embassy cautioned,



in the case of the Constitutiort, 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 runoff 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 eventuélly rejected it.

b. Thieu-Ky Split
| An additional mattér of continuing concern was the
possibility that the presidential election might foment
serious divisions within the military leadership. Ambassadox
- Bunker spoke to Ky of this on April 28, noting "our interest
in avoiding dissension ahong the military regardless of who
_might be the candidate." Ky expressed confidence that there

would be no dishnity. 113/

112/ From Saigon, Telegram 23078, April 14, 1967 (SEERE®y+—
113/ From Saigon, Telegram 24286, April 28, 1967 (SECRET)— ‘
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A split, howéver, did develop, growing quite acute in
late May as it became apparent that both Thieu and Ky were
considering running for President. Oﬁ May 25, the Depart-
ment urged the Embassy to continue to press hard for a
Thieu-Ky agreement that only one of them would run, be-
lieving this the surest way to avoid a split in the military.
The Department regarded it as unwise, however, to make a
choice between Ky and Thieu, which would be sure to alienate
some portion of the military leadership and ''would also be
taken as clear evidence of the controlling role of the United
States on domestic Vietnamese matters.' It concluded that
ou£'ﬁolicy should be "an eveg-handed one between Thieu and
Ky" while uréing them to decide 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 conduct

of the elections and a commitment to accept their outcome if
114/

_properly held and to support the resulting government."

114/ Department of State Telegram 202559 May 25,
1967 CSEGRER—



Bunker followed these guidelines in his convérsations with
Thieu and Ky, first urging that the two resolve their dif-
ferences and gnige behind one or the other, then, after both
had announced their candidacies, urging that they work out
some arrangement whiﬁh would insure that the armed forces
could be kept aloof from their contest and not be divided

by it. 1In this effort, Bunker séverai times reminded Ky and

/127

Thieu of the assurances both had personally given to President

Johnson at Guam that they would not-pefmit disruption of the
integrity and unity of the afmed forces.

' The Thieu-Ky dispute was eventually taken to the Armed
Fofcés 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, with Thieu as President

and Ky as Vice President. An allégedlcondition for Ky's
-accepting the subordinate role was a confidential written
~agreement permitting Ky to retain significant executive
authority. It was far from certain that there had in féct
been such an agreement, and the precise circumstances sur-

rounding the decision of the Armed Forces Council remain

=1
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obscure. The Embassy surmised thaﬁ one of the most important
elements in the Thieu-Ky merger was the commitﬁent made by
both of them to President Johnson regarding the maintenancé
of unity 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 wés an
overwhelmipg feeling within the ﬁilitary that unity had to be
achieved." Ambassador Bunker added that he was 'more than
ever persuaded that our approach to the préblem was the right
one, i.e., to exert éontinuing‘buﬁ careful-pfessure on the
pr;ngipals, but to bring them in the end-to work out their

own solution." He recommended that this general approach be
1215/

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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2,500 villages, té fill almost 9,000 village council posi-
tions. During the period from May 14 to June 11, elections
for hamlet chiefé and assistant hamlet chiefs were held in
4,476 hamlets (of a total of approximately 12,000 hamlets in
VietFNano. The United States assisted.in this, much as it
did in the 1966 Constituent Assembly election, e:g., by
frinting non-partisan election materials, providing trans-
portation for civil servants involved in organizing the
elections, and coordinating securitj afrangéments with GVN
forces. Voter turnout was ﬁigh despite Viet‘Cong harass=-
ment, averaging 77 percent of registered voters for the
village elections and 78 percent for the hamlet electioms.
These elections continued in additional areas during the
balance of 1967 as security.conditions improved.

d. The Presidential Election, 1967

American policy toward the presidential and

_National Assembly elections and the election campaign was

set forth in a Mission Council memorandum of June 5: 'The
policy of the United States is not to support any individual

party or any épecific-candidate for office during the coming
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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
and assistance to this end." 116/ As was done in the Con-
étituent Assembly election and village/hamlet elections, the
US Mission assisted the GVN in the physical arrangements re-
quired by the elections. Extreme cére-was taken to insure
that American personnel at ail_leﬁels conducted themselves
impartially and that US,facilitieS were not used for partisan
purpéSes. Detailed guidance was distributed to Ameri.can
military and civilian advisers throughout the country stres-
sing the nged.for such impartiality and prescribing in precise
terms what official Americans could aﬁd could not do.

Ambassador Bunker regularly reminded Thieu and Ky of their

- responsibility to keep the campaign equitable and to insure

16/ Mission Council Memorandum, June 5, 1967;
Enclosure to Airgram A-771 from Saigon,

June 22, 1967 ~SEEREL).L



that the voting was not fraudulent. For example, Bunker spoke
to Thieu on August 11, following an incident in which the
civilian presidential candidates had, probably inadvertently,
been flown to the wrong airport during-a campaign trip. He
emphésized to Thieu the unfortunate effect of this incident

on world opinion, and stressed that it was "extremely im-
portant bbth 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

———

elections are carried out fairly énd honesfly.“ 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 assure a free election but to.
emphasize the appearance of equ1ty of opportunity between
the government candidates and the civilian candidates." 1is/

, 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, 1967 <SECRET).
118/ From Saigon; Telegram 3226, August 16, 1967 ﬁ&ﬁ%ﬁﬂfﬂrrﬂ
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no candidate and to oppose no candidate, and to favor free
and fair elections." Bﬁnker suggested that given the normal
advantages enjoyeﬁ by incumbents, Thieu and Ky "... could
afford to lean over backwards in terms of running a campaign

that is satisfactory to all the candidates." 113/

The Embassy reported on September 2, the final day of
fhe campaign’, that despite some initial confusion and recrim-
inations the presidential campaign had proceeded relatively
smoothly. Major issues had been freely aired, voter interest
appeared relatively high, and all caﬁdidates had had ample
opportunity to present their views. The camﬁaign for the
Uppef House was somewhat less satisfactory, largely because
of the unwiéidy number of candidates (480 for 60 seats) to be
chosen by the entire electorgte and inadequate means to assure
all of them adequate exposure. (The Lower House was elected
separately on October 22 with voting being‘condueted on a

constituency basis.) With regard to the voting itself, the

119/ From Saigon, Telegram 3223, August 16, 1967
<SECRET) : . . '
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Embassy in its election eve assessment doubted that there
would be widespread fraud. It expected, however, that there
would be instancés of over-zealous local officials attempting
to influence the outcoﬁe on behalf of some candidate (in
most, but not all cases for the benefit of the Thieu-Ky
slate). 1204

The election took place on September 3, in the presence
. .

of official_foreign observers invited by the GUN (including

a 22-man delegation from the United'States) and an augmented

press corps of more than 500. The Thieu-Ky ticket won with

34 percent of the vote, approximately twice that of runner-

up Tfuong Dinh Dzu. As expected, there were instances of
election irrégularity. These were not, however, widespread,

and in the judgment of thelEmbassy could not have affected

the outcome of the voting. This ﬁiew‘was shared by most
foreign observers and eventually by the Transitionél National
Assembly, which had the constitutional auﬁhority to invalidate

the presidential election. (The Assembly validated the

120/ From Saigon, Telegram 6089, September 2,
1967 ASECRET) .-
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election on Octobér 2 after several days of heated debate.
The outcome of the Assembly deliberations was not a foregone
conclusion, even though most deputies privately admitted that
Thieu won honestly. However, perhaps in part because of
personal 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 Asseﬁblylwas inclined to in-
validate the results. The Embassj urged ASsembly members

to cqnsider the election on its mérits.)

On SeptemberIS, 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 interest of the
Vietnamese people in this major step toward creating your own
. popularly chosen and constitutionally-bésed governmenﬁ."
Although the election was a significant milestone, much re-

mained to be accomplished "...not the least /[of which/ is
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the creation of a‘strong, effeqtive 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, democrafic, strong and prosperous Viet-Nam will

emerge."‘lgl/

121/ Department of State Telegram 34017, Sep-
;ember 8, 1967 (LIMITED OFFICIAL USE).



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 adopt a
realistic, high-impact program of action,'an imﬁortant
element of which was to be measures to broaden the politi-

cal base of his government. The Department suggested to

Saigon on August 31 a list of priority 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 new

government.'" The Department recommended the following as

" priority objectives: (a) broadening the government, to.in-

clude appointment of competent defeated civilian candidates

to the cabinet and development of a workable political party
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‘law; (b) improvemént of the armed forces; (¢) reduction of

corruption; (d) revitalization of the Chieu Hoi and '"mational

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 draft defer-
122/ '

ments.

Ambassador Bunker on September 5 agreed that ''we should

~use our influence immediately...to have (GVN) seek to mobi-

lize broad based pépular supﬁorf by...appointment of

prominent civilians, including some leading opposition candi-
dateé or supporters in new governmént. Prime Minister should
be a respectéd civilian with support of an important pélitical
element.'" Bunker specifically 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, Bunker stressed the necessity for more

122/ ‘Department of State Telegram 30020 to Saigon,

August 31, 1967 (SECRET).

—\



.”39

complete mobilization of Vietnamese resources in the war
effort, including laws providing for more effective utiliza-

. 123/
tion of manpower.™

More detailed program recommendations from the US Missiomn
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 Eugene Loﬁke and approved by
the Mission Council and Ambassador Bunker. The "blueprint"
discussed military operations as wéll as pacification,
economic development, the méﬁpowef siﬁuation, and ''progress
towards democfacy." 124/

‘With regard to ''progress towards democragy," the blue-
print outliﬂed US objectives as follows: '"...to see that the
newly-elected government is-as broadly based as possible, and

incorporates as many of the political factions of the country

as feasible; to see that qualified civilians and military

123/ From Saigon, Telegram 4958, September 5, 1967

124} US Embassy, Saigon, Blueprint for Viet-Nam,
August 1967 (POR—SEGRETT.’ '
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leaders are represented in the new'goverhment; 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 reiationship Woﬁld undergo
some change in the months ahead, which would of course
affect the degree and manner in which US influenae could be
exerted in questions of GVN.policf.' Going'from a GVN which
ruleq by decree; the US was to be confronted with a GVN with
constitutionally défined powers, responsible in part to an
elected legiélature. "This process’will undoubtedly mean
some delays and inefficiencies, but these must be weighed
against the value of having a representative and responsible
GVWN to formulate and carry out its policies.”

The Department and the Embassy subéequently 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
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Ambassador Bunker to Thieu in increments during September

~and October. (Bunker suggested to Thieu on September 22 that

he would be happy to supply ideas for an action program.
Thieu welcomed his suggestion and said he would be grateful
for such assiétance.) Lo

Thieu an& his "brain trust'" studied and reworked the
papers preséﬁted by the Embassy. Although some significant
changes were made, many of the major points suggested by
the United States were set forth as GVN objectives in Thieu's

speech before the opening session of the Upper House on

October 11 or in his inaugural address of October 31.

b; qugdening the Base of the GVN
As noted above, the Unitgd States considered that
an important feature of President 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
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emphasized this in conversations witthhieu and Ky in early
September. |

‘ However, it Soon became apparent that the appointment

of a politically strong cabinet would not be an easy matter.
Tran Van Huong and ofher leading civilian politicians de-
clined invitations to serve in the cabinet, preﬁerring to
stand aloof from the GVN at this stage. (Thieu offered
Huong the Prime Minister-ship, which he turned down.) A more
important limitiﬁg factor, as Bunker later commented, was the
"requirement for qualified people 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 ﬁnder consideration for Primea
Minister. However, Ky had:indicated to Thieu that as a mat-

ter of personal pride and prestige helwould very much like to
have his own man, Nguyen Van Loc, appointed as Prime Minister.
(Loc was originally to have been Ky's vicé presidential running-

mate).' Thieu said that the other.generals felt Ky's wish in

——

26/ From Saigon, Telegram 9096, October 20, 1967
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this reg;rd shoul& be honored, and Thieu'himself‘felt that
giving in to Ky on this question would be beneficial in
cementing good reiations with Ky, which Thieu regarded as
essential. Bunker emphasized that he completely agreed with
Thieu on the ﬂecessigy for a good working relationship with

"...I said that I thought this more important even than

Kys3
the question of who was Prime Minister...and if he felt that
the Loc appointment was necessary in order for him to
achieve this relationship, then we wouid be syﬁpathetic to

127
his problem.""““/

Thieu's first cabinet was, therefore, undistinguished in
termg‘of broadening the GVN's political base, although reason-
ably competeﬁt from a technical point of view. It was not
until after the communist Tet offensiye,‘and after Thieu had
become more confident of his own ﬁosifion, that he was able
to name a new cabinet headed by Tran.Van Huong. 1In May 1968,

shortly after the opening of the Paris talks, Thieu was ready

27/ From Saigon, Telegram 6934, September 26, 1967
~SECRER :
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to proceed with the reorganization of his government. The
Department noted signs of dissatisfaction among Ky and several
of the senior generals at the prospects of a change in the
cabinet, and expressed concern that "he (Thieu) is...moving
perhaps too qﬁickly without having adequately prepared the

" While sharing the Embassy's view that a broadening

terrain.
of the GWN's political base by the inclusion of Tran Van Huong
and others would be useful, the Department was ”sFrongly of
the opinion...that Thieu should havé alfull airing of his
intentions with, Ky and the oﬁher influential generals before
he makes his actual move..." It added that, if Thieu's
intentions were to combine changes in the cabinet with a
reshuffle of-key miiitary'positions, he would be well advised
to "do them in two slices rather than'a single one." 128/
Ambassador Bunker replied that Thieu told him 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 announced the appointment

128/ Department of State Telegram 163374, May 14 -
1968 ¢SECREEY.

+ 129/ From Saigon, Telegram 27237, May 15, 1968 GSEG&EEL_
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of Huong on May 18. :

In &mbassédqr Bunker's view, the appointment of Huong
was an important milestone in thé development of full con-
stitutional government in South Viet-Nam. Huong was
considered assertive and independent, had a significant
political foliowing of his own, and was in no way beholden
to Vice Pre;ident 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 develop a civilian power base.

Ambassador Bunker also felt that the‘Tet offensive was
a major factor in this civilianization process. As he later
reported: ”Political developments (during the first half of
1968) were in every case conditioned and in many instances
determined by the Tet attacks and the opening of the Paris

talks. 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 Loc 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

Lo
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all political leaders that a gqverﬁment withha broader popular
base was essentigl in order to give the GVN a strong ﬁegotia-
ting position. And it was these two events also which
persuaded 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 need for

''was compelling even from the point of

unity and strength
view of dissatisfied military elements.'" This in turn "made
it possible for Thieu to assume more fully the constitutional

role of president rather than representatiQe of a ruling
130/

military clique.

¢c. Building of Constitutional Institutions

Following elections and the installation of the new
government, it remained to the Vietnamese to establish the

various organs and institutions called for in the new

130/ From Saigon, Telegram 32385, July 1968
(Ambassador Bunker's mid-year assessment to

the President) «(SECREF-NOBFSIe
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constitution. This effort proceeded smoothly in the main,

and the United States 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
—— R e S i ey

—]

later on October 31. The Supreme Court, required by the

constitution to be established within a year from the date

of President Thieu's inauguration, was sworn in on October 22,
L UL OLES En)

1968, after enabling legislation passed the Assembly and was

promulgated by the President. The independent anti-corruption

agency, the Inspectorate, also required to be established

within a year, was sworn in on October 30, 19068.
r R dtivetitinaeir -

-

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.

‘He
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