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 Presentation Before FSI Special Course on Vietnam
.~ . 27 October 1964, 9-11 am
/ “)

' The Coup d'etat of November 1963 and its Aftermath

It seems. incredible to me that only one year has passed since
those tension~filled days of October 1963 which led up to the military
couI; of 1 November and the demise of President Ngo Dinh Diem.

" The coup had cast a long shadow before it. In 1954, when Diem |

first took office, his authority was immediately threatened by three

~ dissident sects and by the Francophile Chief of Staff of the Vietnamese

Army, Nguyen Van Hinh. Hinh had openly boasted.that he could oust
Diem .betWeen siesta h;)ur and dinner, and Diem!'s sister=~in-law,
Madé.me Nhu, had equally openly dared him to try to do so. For many
i‘easons Hmh did not, and left quietly for France where he. remains
today. '

Diefn's rule was threatened again in November 1960 when a
military group headed by the paratroop commander; Nguyen Chanh
Thi, sformed the palace, took possession of the key points in Saigon,
and forced Diem to negotiate. Diem temporized long 3enough to allow
units from outside Saigon to overwhe].tﬁ thelrebel paratroopers and force
the flight of their leaders and the surrender of their units. In this

brigadier general

Diem was much aided by the action of a forceful young #8¥%@l named

Nguyen Khanh who helped organize the forces which caused the downfall

of the rebels. e .
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In February 1962 elements of the Vietnamese Nationalist Party, .
the VNQDD, inspired two young pilots to bomb Diem's palace in Saigon.
The record is not clear as to whether this was to be a prelude to a
general military uprising, as ene of the pilots who was captured later
asserted. Diem was saved, however, though the palace was so badly

damaged it was subsequently torn down and is being replaced by a

more modern structure. The perpetrator of this plot, Nguyen Van

Luc, is at pr'esent a member of the rFEappeinted High National

Council. The pilot who was captured re-emerged after 1 November
from a dungeon under the botanical ga:r;dens. He was cfippled, and
both lof his hands had been severed from his arms.

After the failure of each of these attempts against Diem's life
and regime, the President apparently emerged strengthened and‘h 2765
developed an almost messianic attitude téWard his divine calling to lead

the nation.

The year 1963 opened on a bright note in Vietnam. Good effects

of the Strategic Hamlet Program which had been so vigoroﬁsly pursued

by Diem and particularly by his alter ego brother, Ngo __Dinh Nhu, were
beginning to be felt in the countrjrsidé. The program had not been

evenly applied everywhere; its implementation légged in thé delta but in
the central highlands and cbasts_ll plain there.was good reason to believe

an answer had been found to the Viet Cong challenge.
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Diem continued his autocratic ways, however, skipped channels
of command to directly order about Vietnamese .Arrny.units, shelved

some of his key military officers, such as Gen. Duong Van (Big) Minh

~and Gen. Le Van Kim, ,who were both given innocuous and powerless

sinecures. Gen. Khanh, the brilliant former Chief of Staff, was
transferred to I Corps to keep him distant from politic'al maneuvering
in Saigon. Gen. Ton That Dlnh, a youthful and mercurial personality,
was by contrast placed m charge of the Vietnanimése m Corps with

headquarters in Saigoxbbecause Diem had greater: faith in his loyaltjr.

" Gen. Tran Thien Khiem, generally regérded as politically ‘colorless, :

although a member of Diem's own Can Lao Party, had become Chief of

Staff of thg Joint General Staff, replacing Khanh, Gen. ’I;ran Van Don,

who had served without partic_ulér military distinction but with

considerable popular support from both the military and civilian populace

in the I Corps area in northern South Vietnam, -had been relieved of

comman.d and held a powerless pdsition as Iﬁspector Geﬁeral of the Army.
In those early months of 1963 fhere were many optimistic

reports from Saigon concerning the course of the war. . It was believed

" that the war had turned a corner and the path ahead lay upward. There

was considerable good foundation for those beliefs.
The situation began to change dramatically, however, on 8 May
1963 when Buddhists celebrating Buddhals birthday in Hue were ordered
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to subordinate their display of the Buddhist flag to the display of the

_national flag, and in an angry demonstration at the radio station in

Hue, troops opened fire on a Buddhist c'rowd'killing nine. Those were
indeed the shots heard !round the world, |

Buddhist-government differenc:es began to flare in many places
in Vietnam Vfollowir‘lg the initial engagement in May and on 11 June .
Euddh;isf moﬁk Quang Duc carefully poured gasoline over himself in a
do'wntown Saigon street and set himself afire.

This had been threatened by the Buddhists for some time if the
government did not accede to their demands with respect to an end to
alleged .diécrimination in favor-of the Catholics.

Whereas the situation had been charged since May, it now became
éxplosive. Tﬁe courage and. determination of the Vietnamese Buddhists
to defend their causé against supp'ressive acts on the part of the Diem
governipent had caughf the imagination of jouthfu],her;etofore nominal
Buddhist adherents, stude.nts,' younger army _officers, and, of course,
the always oppositionist Vietnamese politicians and intellectuals of
Saigon.

The Diem government agreed to negotiate with the Buddhist
leadership and down from Hue came a trio of Buddhist leaders, clearly
under the sway of Tri Quang, the Buddhist demigogue whose fiery oratory

originally assembled the Buddha's birthday celebrants in Hue.
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Just in time to avert major demonstrations, a statement was
signed by the Buddhist leadership and Diém on 16 June and the cremation
of the self-immolated monk broéeeded without serious incident..

Madame Ngo Dinh Nhu, however, chose the very moment of the
crematioh to call a meeting of her Women's Solidarj.tyei‘Movement ‘and to
announce her opposition, as well as that of her movement, to concessions
to politically inspired religious groups. |

The Buddhist leadership throughout the remainder of June and
early July maintainéd an uneasy truce with the government but expressed
open skegﬁsm with respect to the government's fulfillment of its
agreement.. The Skepticism was further confirmed when Ngo Dinh Nhu
issued a secret communique to his Republican Youth urging them to |
combat Viét Cong penetration and pressure on the government disguised
as 1egitimate_religious complaint. The Buddhist leadership which had
many sources of ini‘orma;tion within the government immediately circulated

thismpﬁblican YouEJ and Nhu was forced to issue

a subsequent clarification which did not wholly rectify the damage of

his earlier statement.

Privately Tich Tri Quang is alleged to have said that he never
expected the government to live up to its agreements and that, if they

had met his five demands fully, he would have five more, and then five

more, and then five more. He had caught the scent of victory and later
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admitted his .objective was the down fall of the entire house of Ngo Dinh
Diem.

Through July and into August Bﬁddhist self-immolations occurred

" in Phan Thiet and Nha Trang and in Saigon & young Buddhist girl attempted

in'}_{a Loi Pagoda to cut offfier arm with an axe in protest to government
actions against thg- B_}id_dhisté‘; . The meﬁ-ler of Vietnam's most outstanding
scientist anc_i.ambassader l1.:o Aseve‘r'al African states ha_.d'becorne' a Buddhist
nun- and threatened to burn hers-el.f if the government.did not live ep to its
agreements,. When ﬁgd Dinh Nhu \fv'es 'ﬁuestioned on what his ‘re_aetioﬁ' to
the gelf cremation of this venerabie .nun'might be, he .rep]‘.i'ed and I'cl.uofe:
"If she _Wan’f:s to barbecue jﬁers_'e-l_f; I w111 furbnl:l'.sh the mustard, " This is

the last known of Nhu's many epithets concerning the Buddhist situation.

A monfh later he Was'dead-_.

The Buddhist leadership took up headquarters at Xa'Lo_i Pagoda

in Saigon and larger and larger crowds visited daily to hear fh_e fiery
~oratory of Tri Quang and__“-ﬁi_s associates. . A veteran's group, clearly

ingpired by the go'vermne ht, staged a cqunter-protest at the pagoda and

young monks began to arm themselves with eimple weapons .in preparation

for further government action against them

No amount of lirging on thepart of American leaders with
respect te -conciliation wifh the Buddhiers appeared to .have substantial
effect upon President Diem. In thlS atmo.sphere,'. Ambassador Frederick
Ne_lting, who was so'highl& respected by Diem .'as well as by the entire

American mission and who had been a staunch supporter of the successful
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Strategic Hamlet Program, completed his tour in Saigon and departed for

another post. Mr. Wil_liam Trueheart, now Director of South‘East

Asmn Affairs of the Department of State, became ¢ Charge and. able

negotlator of Amerlca s mterests at one of the. darkest hours of Amer1canl
Vietnamese relationships.
In the early morning A:hoursi" of 21 August, the Xa Loi Pagoda

as well as other major. pagodas in Saigon were ihvested by police, backed

- up by'YietnameSe' Special Forces under_ the leadership.of .the-strong_ly‘f

pro-Diem Spec'ial-'fForces commander, - Col. Le Quang Tung -American

reaction to 'thes,e eve_n_té was one of diSmay, not‘only because of the Sup-'

pre551ve nature of the action itself but also because these umts had been
trained, eqmpped and. f1nanc1a11y supported by the United States Agency

for Internatlonal De_velopment, _by the Mll_lta,ry Assmtance-‘ProgramS

In conjunction- with this .crac'-kdo'wn on the Buddhists, martial

- law was. declaréd and% Ton That Dmh became the mlhtary governor
.' -_o_f Salgon The Buddhlst leadershlp, 1nclud1ng Tich Tri Quang, ‘was
_ 'arre.é;ted Tr1 Quang, however had prevmusly d1sgulsed hlmself by
‘shavmg his eyebrows and took the 1dent1ty of a Jumor and 1nconsequent1a1

"~ monk. After a routlne 1nterr0gat10n he was. released and mmedlately

_ made h'is.way.. to‘ the Ame‘rlc'an_Em_bassy whe re in a dramatic tug of war

| between the U.S. Marine guards and the Vietnamese police, he gained

political asylum and remained until after-th'e_coup.
‘These events occured as' Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge was
en route to assume his post as Ambassador in. Salgon Ambassador Lodge

7T ."w)s_.]- ”w (b)(1)
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took up 'wh'ere Arnbassador Nolting had lerftvc')ff in attempting to urge the
' government end the Buddhists to further conciliation in order to. prevent
‘the poli_tical deterioration injurious to the war effort.

_ Viet_nal_hese students, in turn, took up wh.ere the Buddhist
"leadership, now imprisoned, ieft off and the.‘re were once again dem_onstra; '
tions in the-jstreets of Saigon leading eventualty to a mass er‘rest of‘high ?

B school-and unive__rsity students, tncluding‘ many: who" he:d 'no part in the
d e'm'o n.str'ations. Buddhist agitation resumed under guidance of an under-
ground second echelong Buddh.lst leadersh.lp
As the students ‘were unavallmg in opposmg the: position of
Pr.esid-entl Diem, so;were the President's- ears closed to the entreaties
of Arnbassa;dor ,Lodge. Seeking o'nlyrthe. release of non-impHCated
. students of reOpemng of the schools; the dlsmvestment by troops and
pohce of the pegodas Athe bassad%r ‘\gas reb ffed at every turn by Diem.
_ Ngo Dinh Nhu contmued prlvately to. press a hard line against the ‘Buddhists
upon the Presz_dent, and Ma_dame Nhu d1d _so openly- and publicly.
o Co-ns‘,itrierabie debate dev’elope'gf 1n the A'rnerican press and
.' among official ciroles in Washington- and.'in -Saigon as to whether the
United States should continue 1ts cons1derable materlal and f1ns.nc1a1
. Vierieinese
support to Vietnam under cu'cumstances where theAgovernment found
1t_se1f in _open and oontentlous 'dlsput,e'._wnh an orgamzed and legitimate
segment of onelof the world's great religio{s,—ﬁ_gﬂd;{ﬂs. Without making
eny_specifie announcement,-‘ u. S._ non-mi_lits.ry economic aid ground to.a

halt. There was no sudden termmatlon of thls ald rather monthly
8 ann? !rj:;:‘ T S ]
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'authorlzatlons for the 1mportatlon of goods under the Commldlty Import

R e D A

' Program were delayed and not 51gned 'ﬁe Government of Vletnam _

‘mquerles_'concernmg the sﬂ:uatlon met w1th tempor_lzl_ng responses. The

dlspleasure of the United States was clear for all to see. Both Vietnarnese
who were’ genumely concerned with the pollt 1ca1 future of thelr natlon as
Well as long-time political opportumsts sought to. read the handwr'ltmg

on the wall. In a more finite _.'rnove, b'o_th'tlie Milit_ar'y'r A_s;_sistance Program -

support to Vietnainese'Spe'cial :Forc_es Was spe'cificai_lyi curtailed

.pendlng the reorganlzatlon of the Spe01a1 Forces under the estabhshed
- chain of .command It was General Dick: Stllwell and I who dellvered this’

: ultlmatum to Spec1a1 Forces Commander Tung and his Ch.lef of Staff and

';brother, Le Quang Trieu, It was .

f'the Jast tlme I saw either Tung or: hls brother aJ.We

At this 'the Government of’ Vletnam struck- back. .CIA was a‘ccu'sed

- of attemptmg to overthrow the V1etname ge Govermnent by m1]_1tary coup

and‘Mme Nhu's personal organ, the Tlmes of Vletnam, falthfu]ly and

daily"forwarded these charges. - Th;s was a ch.tlcal mistake on the part .

6f the Diem regime since it was later learned that the eventual successful

coup plotters gave some credence to Ith‘e' Tim'e's of Vietnam accounts

(b)(1)
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and gleefully interpreted them as a sign that perhaps the U. 3, would

suppo\rt their coﬁp. Thus it can be said that, ia-es=t, Mme.” Nhu

dug the grave of the Diem regime with her own mouth.

The Government of Vietnam began fo grind to a halt. Ministries
and the bureaucr;iyjﬁjdiy Wﬁn‘t through the motions. Foreign Minister
Vu.Van Mau‘;éﬁ;);ed his head and left his pbst. Howeverr, National
Assembly elections which had earlier been postponed because of martial |
law, were held without incident and without noticeable enthusiasm. On
27 September therUN General Assembly opened general debate on the
question of human rights in Squth Vietnam and agreed to send obser.'vers

on this question to Saigon. Their mission was not completed until after

~the government had fallen.

In this parlous situation, coup plotting begn to be reported from a

number of quarters. Immediately prior to the 1 November coup CIA

reported some ten different coup groups in existence%gle,wich. a '
group headed by had actually

begun to move but aborted at the last minute on 24 October.

Among the other groups was one headed by the President's
intelligence chief, Tran Kim Tuyen, who had been one of the earliest

and strongest supporters of the Diem regime, but who bore considerable

guilt for some of the more drastic acts of the regime. Tuyen had become

disaffected'_because of his and his wife's battles, both personal and
(b)(1)
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and political, with Ngo Dinh Nhu and Mme. Nhu. An astute politician,
Tuyen saw con_sideral.ale‘room for maneuvering and was carefully
organizing a group of security officials, younger army officials an-d
civilian politiciaﬁs.

Tuyen's group had liaison with but was apparenfly separate from

that of Col. Thao and Huynh Van Lang. Lang had been one of the founders .

of the Can Lao Party, Chief of the Finance Bureau of the Can Lao and
Chief of the Office of Exchange of the Vietr.l_amese Government. He had
been-ousted a short time before for financial #peculation and had begun
to organize a group of the younger and more articulate bureaucrats and
politicians in Saigon. Thao had the contacts with the military.

Another group was that of Gen.. Le Van Nghiem,. a devout Buddhist,
who had been relieved by Diem from his position in the Hue area when
Nghieni refused to také stfong action against the Buddhis.1.:s.\‘

. A Dai Viet group also existed and has subs:equently surfaced as a

. significant power since the coup. ,f:L

S ANRRVEY %‘1@ ‘

TheAVNQDD which had staged the bombing of the palace in 1962
and had be'en driven underground was also attempting to carefully line
up support for a military putsch against the government.

A group of colonels and other junior officers from the air borne,

marines and armor, had also met to discuss military action.
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Most significant, howevér, was a generals' group headed by
General "Big" Minhlwith Gen. Tran Van Don as contact man and
Gen. . Lé Van Kim as political organizer. . What in effect happened was
that the generals' group subsumed several of the other smaller groupé
which had been under the orgaﬁizational talents of Col. Thao, Dr. Tuyen,

Huyn Van Lang, and the Dai Viets. The key negotiator between the

 generals and the young officers was Tran Thien Khiem in that he acted

as liaison between the younger offiéers' group and the senior officers!
group.

Ngo Dinh Nhu was not without some knowledge of these activities
and in a move probably intended to shock aﬁd make them aware of his

knowledge, he called the generals together and prOposed‘to them what

" sounded strangely like an overthrow of his own brother in order to place

Nhu in power.

" This was not Nhu's only Vganr‘l;bit, however. He had also conceived
of a Machiavellian s‘cheme in which he had enlisted the support of the
Vietnamese Special Forces Commander, Col. Tung, and the Commander
of the Il Corps, Gen. Ton That Dinh. According to the scheme, a
phony coup would be staged by relatively minor military elements from
the area around Saigon. These units would invade Saigon, institute a’
reign of terror direéted in part at Americans and eventually be put down

by forces under the command of Dinh and Nhu. This scheme was supposed

~ Approved for Release: 2022/02/08 C05629355 =
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. to convince the Ame ricans that the alternative to Diem was. anarchy

and to force the Americans to capitulate to the Diem~Nhu view re
Buddhist dissidence and the continuance of the war.

The Buddhists, from sources ingide the government, knew of this

-scheme almost immediai:ely. '

Generals Don and Kim also had been aware, however, some time

previously that a key to their plan to overthrow Diem would be the

actions of Ton That Dinh, since the latter commanded the troops in the

vicinity of SBaigon. With this in mind they deliberately played on Dinh's -
égo, which was not inconsiderable to begin with, and had convinced
Dinh to go to Diem and demand the post of Minister of Interior as payment

for his past faithful service. As Don and Kim suspected, Dinh was flatly

: refused‘ by the President and frqrh that time forward, Nhu's phony coup

and the generals' very real coup. were merged as Dinh betrayed Nhu
into the hands of the generals.
On the morning of 1 November, Admiral Harry Felt, Commander

in Chief, Pacific, was concluding a visit to Saigon. At.1030 he paid a

~courtesy call é)_n' President Diem in the company of .General Harkins and

Ambassador Lodge. The convergation was correct but somewhat cool

| w11:h Diem ui'gin'g Admiral Felt to help heal current differences between

~ the US. and -Viei:hém. . With this, Admiral Felt was escorted .to the airport
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by Gen. Tran Van Don and a formal farewell was said. Gen. Don left
Ton Son Nhut Airport to go to a luncheon meeting of generals and senior
commanders af nearby Joint General Staff headquarters. At this |
luncheon meeting were virtually every senior commander in the
Vietnamese armed forces. As the generals were eating, truckloads of
troo.ps which Nhu had thought were in support of his phony coup, but which
were actually resolved to end the Diem regime forever, began to pour
into Saigon. As dessert was sérved, a detail of .Vietnamese MPs entered
the generals' dining room, surrounded it with sub-machine guns at the
ready, and Gen. "Big' Minh announced that he was taking over the
government.
*Almost simultaneously, an attack began on Vietnamese Special

Forces headquarters immediately adjacent to the Joint General Staff

comvppun;ﬁ. Col. Tung, | with a pistol at his head, was forced toc phone to

his senior officer in charge and order a cease fire. TungIWas then taken

- out into the J éirrt General Staff compound and éummarily shot to death.
One by one the other'commanders who had not already beeﬁ privy to the
'-coup joined in it, There were some exceptions. Col. Hien, the commander
of the Vietnamese Air Force, was simply stripped of rank and comrﬁand
and released; -Capt. Quynh, commandant of the navy, had been prematurely
killed on his way to the luncheon by over-enthusiastic coup supporters;

Col. Vien, commander of the airborne, now Gen. Vien, Ghief-efStaffod
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,» refused to accede to demands that he join the

coup, remained loyal to Diem and offered to resign his commission or

~suffer the fate of Col. Tung. V_ieh's sincerity was so widely and well

accepted that he was merely detained for the period of the coup and
later promoted to his present position. -

The battle for Saigon lasted 17 hours. Throughout the remainder
of 1 November and into the morning of 2 November, opposition to coup A
forces (_ﬁame primarily from the Presidential Guard and from the 42nd

Ranger Battalion which had not gotten the word that the phony coup was

off and a real coup was on and had considerable difficulty in eventually

L

joining the coup forces which they apparently had wanted to do all along.

During the night, 600 rounds of 105 artillery and 81 MM mortar lar_ldéd |
on the presidential guard barracks and Gia Long Palace. Inthe early
morning hours of 2 November after a lengthy tank duel the Presidential
Guard surrendered and Diem phoned the generals to offer unconditional
surrender.

The exact seciuence of events between 6:50 in the rhorning;' of
2 November and 10:00 o'clock the same morning is still somewhat .;shrouded.
It is certain that, by 10:00 a. m., Diem and Nhu were dead. The most
probable r-econstruction of events indicates that sometime near 8:00 p. m.
on the hight of 1 November Diem and Nhu had-learned.empha.tically that

the coup in progress was not their phony coup but was-in fact a major
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military effort to unseat them. They then left Gia Long Palace through

a secrei; underground tunnel in company with the director of the

Republican Youth'Movem'e nt, Cao Xuan Vy. They arrived at the home 6f

a wealthy Chinese Nationalist businessinaq in Cholon around 9:30 p. m.

They had already takeﬁ the precaution of rigging the Palace switchboard

so the phone calls between them and the generals apparently originatéd

from the Palace, but adtuélly after 9:30 p. m. were cénducted from the

home of the Chinese businessman. - Aﬂ:er Diem had offered to surrender at

0650 on 2 November, a military detachment was dispatched to Gia Long |
AP T W

Palace toAc.onduct teem to the Joint General Staff headquarters. Diem and

Nhu themselves we.nt to the nearby St. Francis Catholic Church and were

A

- seen there between about 8:00 and 8:30 in the morning.

The last unchallengeable fact in this series is that they were
conducted into an M~113 armored personnel carrier at approximately
9:00 a.m. after some discussion had occurred between Diem, Nhu and
the MP and armored group which had come to arrest them. They were
dead on arrival at Joint General Staff he.adquarters in‘the same armored
personnel carrier at approximately 10:00 o'clock.

. Pictures whichI believe to be authenﬁc and which came into my
possession on the morning of 3 November shoﬁved‘ Diem and Nhu with
their hands tied behind them, apparently bullet riddled, and unrrﬁstakenly
dead on the flobf_ of an armored personnel carrier. On the morning of
9. November the Vietnamese radio, then controlled by the generals,

:
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announced that Diem and Nhu had committed suicide by taking poison
in the church in Cholon.‘ A later story which was circulated was that
Nhu had secreted grenades in his clothes and exploded thefﬁ at the
moment of éapture._ A third stdry was that Nhu had shot Diem and then
himself shortly after their capture.

The pictures do not bear out these allegations., Diem apparently |
received one or two at most srnali caliber, probably pistol, wounds in
the back Aof his head. Nhu-was apparently literally hacked to death. The
most likely account I have heard is that Nhu had taunted a young officer
who was their escort to Joint General Staff headquarters. This same

officer's wife had been allegedly severely tortured by the Vietnamese

secret police. . Goaded by Nhu, the officer took his carbine bayonet and

stabbed NhufNaccording to the report of the French doctor who issued

more than 30 times] Diem attempted to intercede

the death certificate,

and the officer shot Diem in the back of the head with a pistol. & usually
reliable eye witness reported to me having seen this same young officer
with his arm covered with gore and brandishing his bayonet on arrival
at the JGS compound. . it may be some tiﬁle before all the facis asSociated
with these events are known fully. | |

The general-s had originally planned to install a civilian government

as quickly as possible and to take only a minimal part in the task of

governing. In the struggle to form a government in the days following
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1 November 1963, it bec-:ame évident, however, only '"Big" Minh

himself had the power to hold the many contending factions together.
Civilian politicians wrangled igterminably aniong themselves and with

the generals with reslpect to who énd what groups should be represented.
Gen.. Le Van Kim, probably the most astute of the coup group, dealtiwith
this pfoblem and told me with some exasperation in early November that
he had the hardest job of any of the generals, that the others had oniy to
fight, which they were frained to do; whereas he had j;_o érgue with the
politicians which he was not trained to do Aand for which task he evidently
had very little taste. The government which emerged had "Big" Minh

as Chief of State with Nguyen Ngoec Tho, who had been Vice Président
under Diem, assuming the premie_rsh’ip. The generals took only ibur%u’
other posts, that of National Defense under Gen.' Tran Van Don; Information
| ﬁnder Gen. Tran Tu Oaiy Youthramd-Sperts-under-newly-prometed-Gen.
Bosddaw. The post of Minister of-Security went to the irrepressible

Gen. Ton That Dinh, who had been in charge of the faids on the pagodas
and the Military Governor of Saigon following that incident. Gen. Dinh
immediately reinstituted daﬁcing in Saigon, which had long .been bénned .
. by Mme. Nhu, and torthe chagrin of his co-conspirators, exhibited with
maps and charts to all who visited his office how he singlehandedly
conducted the coup th:sxt unseated Diem. Sigmﬁoantly perhaps, Gen. Dinh

was convinced to give up his direct command of troops in the Il Corps
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area and the fuz;ctions of police authority and céntrol over province
_chiefs were siripped from the office of Gen. Dinh prior to his assumption
of his ministership.

| The new government immediately ran into a basic problem. There
were immediate derﬁands on the part of the forfnerly suppressed political
groups to purge Diemists in governhaent, -but the opposition offered so
little by way of talent to replace. the purgees, in many cases the only
replacements available were persons of acknowledged third or fourth
rate capabilities.

The Viet Cong, which apparently had been caught short in exploiting
the coup itself, did not miss their opportunity to extend their power in
the countryside while Saigon sought to erect a new edifice of government.

. Since lines of authority were confused and exercise of authorit;y by remaining
Diemist officials ‘was questionable, a great letharg'y set in upon both
the civilian bureaucracy and the military establishment. The Viet Cong
attacked their'primary targets, the strategic hainlets, entered many
'ur_loppos_ed, destroyed others, tore down fences, and occupied areas
previously closed to them. . |

A great game of musical chairs began throughout the governﬁnental
heirarchy. Province chiefs, who are the most fundamental echelon of
governmental control in the countryside, were in some places changed
five or six times within a three-month period. New and younger military

commanders were established within the military echelons and the
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generais promoted -thémselves liberally.  The younger officers Who
carried t‘ﬁe brunf of fighting the coup, however, received few
promotions.

- At the center of the fight for privilege and promotion was Premier
Tho, never a particularly effective administrator, long absent from

the mainstream of events because his position as Vice President under

'Diem was entirely a sinecure, Overwhelmed by the magnitude of the

problems that faced Vietnam, he became the symbol to many of continuing
Diemist influence aﬁd of indecision and weakness, contrasfing in a strongly
unfavorable light with the previous decisive, if unpopular, leadership
of D1em Both military ana civilian leaders awaited their orders .1';0 continue
the battle against the Viet Cong. Few orders were forthcoming and those
which were promulgated were in many cases confused or overestimative
of the capabilities of those charged with their imple'mentatién.

The primg activity of the previous government, the strategic
hamlet program, was revamped and achieved a rather minor position in
the planning of 1:_he new government. There was, in fact, not a little
official denigration of the. previous strategic hamlet endeavors.

lRemaining aloof from the struggle and turmoil of Saigon,
Gen. Nguyen Khanh hadrbeen appointed commander of the I Corps area,
encompassing the four northern-most provinces ofA South Vietnam. He

had given his support to the coup group of 1 November but with the specific
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stipulation that the life of President Diem be spared. In fact, Khanh's

part in the 1 November coup had been to assure the non-interference

'?of troops under his command in the II Corps area and to'evacuate

Diem by air to the country of biem's choosing. ‘Khanh had been promoted
to Major General but was apparently deliberately exiled to this northern
war zone in order fo isolate him from the political bickerings of the
capital. His popularity aﬁlong the military, due to his previous

position as Chief of Staff of the Joimt General Staff, made him an all too
apparent threat to the unique control exercised by the principal
perpetrators of the coup.

In December 1963, Gen. Khanh began to grﬁw a beard and confided
to a close associate that he would not shave it until he believed th.e
revolution had been completed. In late De(.:emb.er, he went into a kind
of hibernation, remaining in his quarters, apparently deeply depressed
by events, cut off fronlx contact with all but his closest associates and
obviously giving serious consideratibn as to his future.

Former Diem regime exiles began to pour back into Saigon. . A
boatload of returnees from Poulo Condore, the Devil's Islgnd of Vietnam,
inciuded the venerable politician Pham Khac Suu, who had been so
mistreated as to have virtually reached senility at the age of g;' Dr. Pham
Quang Dan, who had denounced the Diem regime ovér the radio during

the coup of 1960, by contrast emergéd full of health but somewhat
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discredited due to his pleadings for pardon in the months-just prior to
_the demise of the House of Ngo.

From France came Gen. Nguyen Van Vy, a former officer in the
Vietnamese Imperial Guard who had left at the time of Bao Dai's ouster.
From Switzerland came Hoang Co Thuy, a young lawyer who had been
the political backer of the 1960 coup. From Cambodia came Col. Nguyen
Chanh Thi, -the p;ratrooper leader of the assault bn the Palace in 1960,
Out of hiding came Nguyen Van Luc, perpetrator of the February 1962
bombing of the Palace. Perhaps the most significant refurnee, however,

was a Vietnamese of French nationality, Li. Col. Tran Dinh Lan, an

officer The shadowy

Col. Lan, Vietnamese by birth, had amassed a reputation for conspiracy
and intrigue and his arrival in Vietnam and his appéintment to work with
the Francdp'hile chief of police, Maj:. Gen. Mai Huu Xuan, immediately
brought cries of dismay from the newspapers and the Francophobes. In
January Saigon was flooded with rumors concerning the.posgibi]ity of a
pro-French coup, inspired, according to these rumors, by Col. Lan.
The Deputy Chief of National Police, Col. Tran Ba Than, added somewhat
to the speculation by his release of a fewikey Viet Cong prisoners, the
destruction of Viet Cong dossiers, the exile and arrest of strongly anti-
communist police- and Surete officials, and the placement in a key bureau

in the Surete of a police officer who had several months before openly
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defected to the Viet Cong and who, it was subsequently learned, probably

had been a Viet Cong agent all along. Col. Than, as well as Gen. Xuan,

were widely thought to be agents. In the case of Than, it is

more likely that he was and is a‘North' Vietnamese agent.

On the night of 28 January 1964, Gen. Khanh called in his American
military advisor and told him that he was very disturbed concerning
information he had received regarding French machinations in Saigon

and that he would be going to Saigon to investigate the situation himself.

Gen. Khanh arrived in Saigon on 29 January and entered into conversations

with Gen. Tran Thien Khiem, who, it will be recalled, was t_he key liaison
point between the generals coup group of 1 November and the younger
- commanders who controlled {roops in the'Saigon area. These officeré
were already restive because of their failure to achieve any recognition
for conducting the coup of 1 November, greatly affected by the rumors
of French plotting, somewhat disgusted at the actions of contending
factions within Gen. Minh's government, and considerably c;')ncerned over
the virtually unopposed advances of the Viet Cong in the 90 days following
"Big" Minh's aséumption of power. | \

At 4:0O a.m. on the morning of 30 January 1964, marine, air borne,
paratroop and armored unité, practidally the same units which had
conducted the coup of 1 November, overihrew the Minh governmerrt in a

bloodless coup de main and installed Gen. Khanh in power. The coup
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was over by 7:00 a. m. Gens. Don, ]jinh, Kim, Xuan and Vy were
arrested and, though never officially char_géd, were accused of
complicity of plotting With-thé French to renew French influence in the
" area. Gen. "Big'" Minh, who at first refused to cooperate with the
Khanh government, to preserve the military unity accepted the powerless
position of Chief of State at the éppointment of Khanh, who then installed.
himself as Prime Minister. Gen. Khiém became Minister of National
‘Defense.

Gen. Khanh's coup, though :'th was not known at the time, ‘marked
a decisive end not only to the Diemists remnants within high places in
government, such as Premier Nguyen Ngoc Tho and Gens. Don, Dinh, etc.,
it also broke the mold of the ruling class which has existed in Vietnam for
moré than a century. Duriﬁg that period, Vie’;nam’ese. leaders have been
typically of the Mandarinal class, Aﬁamese and Catholic because of the
special educational advantages, accorded under the French, to Catholics
and'conver-ts .' The new leadérship of Vietnam is chhin Chinese, Buddhist
and very much rémbved from the 'Mandarin_al disciplines of their |
predecessors. They are also on the whole younger and less experienced.
The sgcond coup within 90 days also meant that the dragon's teeth which
had been sown since the Buddhist demonstrations 6f May 1963 had t_akeh
root. The whirlwind to be reaped has not yet blown itself out. Whereas :

the Diem regime had gambled heavily on its authoritarian power to extend
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the strategic hamlets quickly into the countryside and through them to
isoléate the pevasant from the Viet Cong, the more fzjagme.nted and
-divisive society which emerged after Diem could only hope to proceed
more cautiously in slower and smaller stages toward the eventual
elimination of the Viet Cong. The banana republic traditioh of military
coﬁps became part of the thinking of every ambitious troop commander,
and the task of the United States became increasingly complex in applying
'its'militéry and financial strength to the profalem of insurgency because
of the shaky political base in Saigon. Whereas before thousands of
strategic hamlets had been planned and a good quota of them built,
emphasis shified away from this concept to that of the oil spot whereby
the centers of ppv(r_er would be consoﬁdated and 1.:heir influence extended
to the countfyside in a hopéfully perceptive fashion. The po]itical
leavening of authoritarian force dropped away from govermﬁent programs
and no positive political catalyst has replaCed it. In its stead have come
clamorings of special privilege groups, the Buddhists, the Catholics,
the students, the laborers, the military factions. With Khanh the changes
of faces and appointments began anew. Civilian bolitic:al parties, 'suéh
as the -Dai Viet and the VNQDD and now the National Salvation Councils,
have arisen to call for their place on the éppointments list and to seek the
disarray of their real VOr-imagined opposition.

In brief retrospect which the events of 1 November have afforded,

1 conclude that, while it was probably not possible to go with Diem since,
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ir; fact, the momentum 6f the Diem regime had ground to a virtual halt,
the Vietnamese have not yet replaced that regime with a fundamental
decisive .leadership or an underlying political philosophy neces safy to
provide the cutting edge in a war that requires the coﬁviction and
respbnsiveness of the majority of the population in order f{o achieve
victory. We cannot turn the édlock back one year: a;nd I doubt that it would

be useful to do so. There is still time, there is still hope. A new

- peacefully chosen government is emerging in Vietnam at this moinent.

The hour 'is very late? » Historians will judge whether this is the beginning

of the end or the end of the beginning.

October 1964
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