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FOREWORD

T'his volume is the second in the series entitled
The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War in Vietnam, which
is being prepared by the Historical Division in accordance
with the memorandum by the-Deputy Secretary of Defense,
dated 5 Apr~l 1963 (attachment to JCS 2343/231).
The first volume of the series describes the beginning
of US involvement in Indochina. It chronicles the efforts
-- of the -Truman and Eisenhower Administra.tions to prevent the
fall of Indochina to communism by supporting the French
forces in the war against the Viet Minh. The account of
the collapse of the French Government's will to fight, a.r:.d
the formalization of that collapse in the Geneva Agreements
of July 1954, closes the first volume and sets the stage for
the present study.

....

I-

I

Little attempt has been made in this volume to recapitulate events covered in the first of the Series. While no~
forced to enter in the middle of a ma.jor development, the
reader will nevertheless find himself at the beginning of
the second act. Occasionally, therefore, reference to the
earlier volume may be necessary to fully identify an important personality or to understa.nd an action in the context;
of its antecedents.
The documentary sources that provide- the basis for t;~l2
history are a~most excl~sively contemporary with the eve~:s
described. Similarly contemporary are the terms, titles,
abbreviations, etc., used by the authors. Thus a reader
accustomed to -cl~iilking of the enemy in South Vietnam as tne
Viet Cong should not be surprised to find that throughou~
mos t of the period covered herein the enemy is referred -;:0
as the Viet Minh.
At times it may a.ppea.r that the role of' the Joint Cr-"iei"'s
of Staff in developments in Vietnam during this period is
submerged in the description of foreign relations, political
developments, economics, and other areas having little tc do
with military matters.
Nevertheless, it was developments ~r
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v

such areas, and particularly in these years, that provlde
the context in Wh~2h the greatly increased military activity
of the 1960s is to be understood. For this reason, also, a
detailed account of the evolution of the Southeast Asia
Treaty Organization - (SEATO) has been included. However,
because its scope extends beyond the Indochinese area, .and in
order not to detract from the volume's focus on Vietnam, it
has been placed at the end,as an appendix.

I
-I

The second volume of the Vietnam series is, like the
the product of a collaborative effort by many members
of the Historical Division. It has been revised and brought
to its present ___ f9Xm. J~YMr ~_ Willard. ~ ~ Webb of the Special
Projects Branch.
fi~st,

1'lILBER W. HOARE, JR.

Chief, Historical Division
Joint Secretariat
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CHAPrJ'EH '1

THE GENEVA CONFERENCE AND ITS AFTERMATH--1954
In the summer of 1954 the conclusion of the Geneva
Conference placed the final stamp of failure on the attempt
by the French to regain from communist-led native Vietnamese
the control over Indochina that they had lost during World
War-II. -'-To--a-les-se-r- -extent :1-- but , unmistakably, this defeat
was shared by the United States.
Although:l in the years immediately following the war,
the United States had denied to the French,any assistance'
in restoring their colonial rule, by the end of 1949 the
communization of mainland China led the United States to a
general reassess~ent of its policy toward Indochina. The
~e3ulting' decision to assist noncommunist governments in
Asia against further Red encroachment was strengthened:l and
its implementation hastened, by the attack on South Korea
in June 1950.
By 'Lne spri:'lg of 1954:1 the untoward events in Indochina
consumed US
assistance to the exte~t of almost $3 billion, and diminished,
~hough not yet g~eatly, US prestige.
As the French faltered,
"She uS Gover·~lr;-i.er/c contemplated military intervention:l but
the refusai of the British to lend their support, which
President Eis2DhG~er saw as a necessary condition, closed
that option. T~2 alternative chosen, in the hope of saving
the remainder of' Southeast Asia:l if not Vietnam, was the
development of a regional pact. Since, however, prelimi~ary
~egotiations on 2 regio~al pact moved slowlYJ the United
States went to ~he Geneva Conference in m1d-1954 isolated,
in a sense J by t~e collapse of the French will to fight and
the reluctance of t!'lS ]3:('1 tish to support i",'l1mediate military
ac~ion.
The US representatives were somewhat in the
)osition of minor~ty stockholders, at a bankruptcy proceeding~
trying not to be identified with the old management but,
0ad crystallized US concern for Southeast Asia,
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while having little influence on the outcome~ hoping to
....;a::i..vage er:ough to start a new company~ with ::r.. 2W ~ap.i.tal and
perhaps some new stockholders. l
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Trle Geneva Background

r-

In early 1954 the United States~ the United Kingdom~
and the Soviet Union agreed to meet at Geneva for
the purpo3€ of reaching a peaceful settlement of the Korean
question. The Government ofCommunlst· China was invited to
attend and agreed to do so. The United States reluctantly
acceded to French demands----that---the----par-tlc.ipants
also discuss
"the problem of restoring peace to Indochina. n Accordingly,
representatives of the five powers assembled in Geneva on
26 April 1954~ and after two weeks of futile discussions on
Korea, turned to the Indochina question. In addition to the
lIBig Four!! and Communist China, the three Associated States-Cambodia, Laos~ and Vietnam--and the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam (DRV) also participated in the sessions on Indochina.

r

France~

-The Geneva deliberations on Indochina proved long and
difficult, but finally, in mid-July~ the-Conference produced
three separate agreements--one each concerning Cambodia,
Laos~ and Vietnam--and a Final Declaration of the Conference. 2
1. A 'detailed account of the US involvement in the
Indochina war is contained in (TS-GP 1) JCS Bist Div,
History of the Indochina Incident, 1940-1954.
2. Terminology for the agreement's and final declaration
rapidly became confused,both in news media and in official
documents and public statements. Geneva Agreements, or
Agreement, and Geneva Accords, or Accord, were used indis-·
criminately to designate all three agreements together; all
three plus the final declaration; the agreement on Vietnam
only, plus the final declaration; etc. In this volume
Geneva Agreements applies to the three agreements concerni~g
Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. When only the agreement concerning Vietnam is addressed, it will be described as the
agreement on Vietnam or the Vietnam Agreement. The Final
Declaration of the Conference will always 'be identified as
the final declaration, distinct from the Geneva Agreements.
Exceptions occur in quoted material, where the abovementioned variable usage is often found. For the texts of
of the Geneva Agreements and the Final Declaration of the
.U'-J"·'ftf! :%&EI
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The agreements, signed on 20 July 1954, provided fa
the cessation of all hostilities in the three states. They
prohibited the establishment of new military bases throughout the territory of the three states and called for the
liberation and repatriation of all prisoners of war and
civilian internees; In addition, the three agreements contained, in varying degrees, restrictions on foreign armed
forces in the territory of the Indochinese states.
The agreement on Vietnam was the most complex of' the
three. It provided for a provisional military demarcation
line (PMDL), generally following the 17th Parallel' and
dividing Vietnam approximately in half, and a five-kilometer
dem11itariz'edzone-"(-DMZ) on either side of the PMDL to serve
as a buffer area. After the cease-fire, the combatant forces
were to be regrouped on either side of the PMDL, with the
Viet Minh forces, the People's Army of Vietnam, to the north
of the line and the French Union forces to the south. In
addition, the agreement on Vietnam forbade the introduction
of any tro,op reinforcements or additional military perSOlli'1eJ..,
and relnforcements !Jin the form of all types of arms,
munitions and other war materlal." The agreement allowed,
however, rotation and replacement of forces alr~ady incountry and the replacement, piece for piece and of the sa~e
type, of materials, arms, and munitions destroyed, damagec,
worn out, or used a~ter the cessation of hostilities.
The agreement on Vietnam also provided for the creation
df a Joint COITmission, composed of equal representation from

the two conte~ding sides, to facilitate execution of the
agreement. Fur~her, the agreement established an International Commission tu supervise and control its ir7'J.p~eTn.eL
t2"tion
This cC:Tl:nissioD, composed of representatIve::. of
Itldla (presiding), Canada., and Poland, would make \.J.se of
fixed and mobile i~spection teams tc verify that the ~err~s
of the agreement were being carried out and would inforr~ tDe
conference members in the event of violations.
o

The Final l)eclaration on

IIldocrlina J

issued cri 2: j-,oJt.:Y
United

1954 by all the conference partiCipants except the

States and the State of Vietnam, noted the provisions of ~he
Geneva Agreements and expressed satisfaction at the ending
Conference see Documents on American Poreign RelE-.. ticrls,

1954 (1955), pp. 283-314.

r
of hostilities. With regard to Vietnam, the Final Decla~··a-c:'ot.. ;3·l.;ated that the. ne~sential purpose Tf of the agreement
was to end hostilities, and that "the military demarcation
line should not in any way be interpreted ·as constituting a
poli tical or territorial boundary." Following the express~::d
conviction that the execution of its. provisions and those of
the agreement on Vietnam would create tithe necessary basis
for the achievement in the near future of a political settlement in V.ietnam, n the Final Declarat'ion called for general
elections~n Vietnam during July 1956, under the supervjsion
of an ~nternational Commission composed again of India,
Canada, and Poland.
The Declaration concluded with a pledge by the signers
of the Geneva Agreements to respect "the sovereignty, the
independence, the unity, and the territorial integrityll of
Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam; to refrain from any interference in internal affairs of the three states; and to consult
together on any question referred to· them by the International Cowmission in order to study such measures as might be
necessary to assure that the agreements were respected.
The delegation of the state of Vietnam would not agree
to the division of Vietnam and, consequently, refused to
sign the Final Declaration of the Conference. Objecting to
both the manner and conditions of the agreement on Vietnam,
the Government of Vietnam reserved to itself IIcomplete
freedom of action to guarantee the sacred right of the
Vietnamese people to territorial unity, national independence, and freedom. Tf3
.
The United States took the position that primary
responsibility for the settlement in Indochina rested with
the nations that had participated in the fighting. Since
it had not been a belligerent in the war, the United Statc3
did not sign the Geneva Agreements or the Final Declaratio~,
and it did-not consider itself bound by the decisions of the
Geneva Conference. The United States did, however., issue on
21 July 1954 a unilateral declaratlon~ promising to refra~l
from the threat or use of force to disturb the Geneva Agreements and stating that it would view any ~enewal of

3. Protest by the Vietnamese Delegation against the
Geneva Conference Agreements~ 21 July 1954, Documents on
American Foreign Relations~ 1954~ pp. 315-316.
·~~TgP=WBIT
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bc:?;ression in violation of these Agreements "wi til gra.ve
concern,," as a serious threat to international peace and
security. With regard to free elections in Vietnam, ~he
US declaration reaffirmed the policy of seeking to ac~ieve
the unity of divided nations through free elections supervised by the United Nations. The United States also noted
the protest by the State of Vietnam to the agreement and
reiterated the US ·policy "that peoples are entitled to
determine their~own future. I! It stated that it would not
join in an arrangement which would violate this principle. 4

2

The Situation in Vietnam
The political situation in Vietnam changed significantly during the course of the Geneva Conference. The
French Government of Pre:nier Joseph Laniel had promisee in
a declaration of 3 July 1953 to grant independence to the
three Associated states of Indochina" and in pursuit of this
pledge" France ffild the Vietn2mese Government of Premier
BUll Lo~· had initiated negotiations in Paris in early 1954.
Differences over the definition of independence stalemated
the negotiations at first~ but in an effort to present a
united Franco-Vietnamese front at Geneva, France gave into
Vietna~ese demands.
Consequently, on 28 April" two days
after the first session of the Geneva Conference, Premier
Laniel and Vie'tnawese Vice Premier Nguyen Trll...""1g Vinh iS2"0.eC
a joi~t declara~ion agreeing to the subsequent signature of
t~o treaties, one granting Vietnam independence and the
o'cner es tablishing ... :J a Franc 0- Vietnamese associatio['. iJ':i t:nir~
the French Union.:!:;
Five weeks :at2r, on 4 June~ France and Vietnam fo~a~
initialed the 0WO treaties in Paris. In the i~dependence
"t;:reaty France :--ecognized Vietnam If as a fully indeper:dent and
sovereign state invested with the jurisdiction recognized by
i:;:cernational law. II In addi tion, the treaty abrogated al=:"
:: earlier and contrary acts and dispositions, II and Pra:-.:.c2
t;r'ansferred to VietnarE :: all jurisdictions and pub=-::'c Se::'V~C:eS
~y

40 Declaratior-.. by '~;-.l.e :Tr:..:..te:d states Regal""d~:(:.? :2"·ii-.!.c.=..
Declaration of the Geneva. COrlference -' 21 July ~. 95....;· -' -;~\~<::;_
~:.~::;-.~s en American FOr'22.gn E21ati.c)ns, J.954, pp. 3:l6-3=-?·.
5. Join0 l1'ranCG - \rie~r.ar;.ese Dec 18.:'a tioD of.' 28 P:0::"-·i~~·
Documents on American For'eign Relatio:ns~ ::1.954., pp. 269-27'~:.

mop PEW? ...

;:)':c~l~ ~1eld by
.~ t:'c:>:r: -crea. ty J

her on Vietnamese territory." In the associFrance and Vietnam pledged to maintain "in
:~·Y'':'c::-.c.Bh.:l:o and confidence 11 the ties which united them and
to i.issociate II freely 'within the French Union . .
II 6

Althoilgh the lnitialing of the two treaties ended 70
years. 0;"-' French "presence,:t the event sparked no outburst
of joy in Vietnam. In fact, it is doubtful that the Vietna~ese people recognized the treaties for what they were.
Between 1949 and 1954 there had been 17 French
declarations granting various degrees of independence, and
understandably the Vietnamese greeted this latest action
with some skeptic~s~:'
Meanwhile, even as the conferees were meeting in Geneva,
Premier Buu Loc resigned on 15 June 1954, and Chief of state
Bao Dei called upon Ngo Di~~ Diem to form a new government.
Diem, who came from a prominent mandarin family, had held no
public office in Vietnam for twenty years, but he was ardently anticommunist and a dedicated nationalist with a reputation for scrupulous honesty and mor~l uprightness. A
militant Catholic, Ngo Dinh Diem was aloof, courageous,
stubborn, and diligent.7
Diem, who was in France, returned immediately to Vie0nam
and set about forming his government. .On his arrival in
Vietnam, 0.e declared that he was "destined to open the way
to national salvation and to bring about a revolution in 211
fields, 11 adding that he would se~k to lI e liminate the last
vestiges of foreign domination.llC)

I
r

r
r

Diem formally constituted his government on 7 July
1954, which as Double Seven. (seventh day, seventh month)
would be celebrated as a national holiday in coming years.
The new government was nationalistic, youthful, and small,
6~

rteads of Agreement on Vietnamese Independence and
Association in the French Union, Initialed oy
France and Vietnam at Paris, 4 June 1954, Documents o~
American Foreign Relations, 1954, pp. 270~272.
7. Richard P. Stebbins (ed.), The United states in \,lerld
Affairs, 1954 (1956), p. 243. NY Times, 26 Jun 54, p. 4;
27 Jun 54, p. IV, 6.
8. NY Times, 26 Jun 54, p. 4.
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with nine ministries (Agriculture, Economics and Finance,
Education, Foreign Affairs, Health, Interior, Labor and
Youth, National Defense, alJ.d. Public Works) and eight state
seeretariats. Diem retained for h1rnr,clf the two important
ministries o.f National Defense and Interior, and several
other members of the new government were related either to
Diem or his family: Tran Van Chuong, the Minister of
Economics and Finance, was the father-in-law of Diem's
brother Ngo Dinh Nhu; Tran Van Do, the brother of Chuong
was named Foreign Minister; Tran Van Bac, a Diem relation,
was appointed Minister of Educationj and Diem's brother
Ngo Dinh Luyen was designated as a roving ambassador for
the government. This reliance on his family was a trait
characteris1;-ic -Df- . Diem. 9
Diem assumed office to face a number of serious and
pressing problems, and the most immediate was the impending
Geneva settlement. Diem and his new government adamantly
refused to sanction, even temporarily, the partition of
Vietnam into communist and noncommunist states. But, heedless of .the opposition of the state of Vietnam, the major
powers pushed on to a final agreement truncating Vietnam at
the 17th Parallel. In one fell swoop the state 'Of Vietnam
lost more than half of its territory and population.

••

With a multitude of obstacles to surmount, the Diem
government began its tenure with little popular appeal.
Diem himself had lived abroad for the previous four years
and had no following in Vietnam .. Bao Dai, who had abdicated
as Emperor in 1945 and been restored by the French in 1949
as Chief of state, tarnished the image of the new government.
Since his restoration, Bao Dai had manifested less and less
inclination to participate in the affairs of government. ~ 'He
avoided Saigon altogether and lived in luxury either at the
Vietnamese mountain resort of Dalat or on the French
Riviera, accumulating a vast personal fortune and surrounded by corrupt friends.
In addition to the lack of popular support, the Diem
government did not have the institutions, the administrative machinery, nor the experience, especially at the

9. NY Times, 6 Jul 54, po 4. Bernard B. Fall, "The
Cease-Fire in Indochina--An Appraisal," Far Eastern Survey,
Sep 5~,' 'pp. 137 -138.
IiBI
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:l.evel, that are requisites of an independent state.
~he 8~ate of Vietnam had no con~titution or elected
",:sse:m"bly; instead, it had only decrees and o:;::·c:.:llances and
Ci. "-l"'cv:isional National. Council.
Bao Daj. had established
'L;h:':;~ \;ounciJ.. by ordinance in July 1953.
Its members were
apT)(X2.':'~ted and its powers strictly advisory.
There had been
e~2Ct~~Ons for municipal and provincial councils in 1953,
but these elections were limited to areas and villages under
.governmen0 control and restricted to those who had registered
i~ the 1951 census.
As a result, only one village in three
had been permitted to vote and only about one million out of
a popu1ation of approximately twenty-seven million had participated in the elections. Thus in 1954 only a small fraction
of the people . of the state .of Vietnam .. had participated in the
processes of self-government.
J..oca~

.:

••

The state of Vietnam also began its independent existence lacking control of large areas of its territory. Even
though the Geneva settlement provided for the withdrawal of
all Viet Minh forces from Vietnam south of the 17th Parallel~
large areas remained under Viet Minh influence. In many areas
of the South Vietnamese countryside, the village administration
was openly in the control of Viet Minh elements. In village
after village where the government sent its officials, they
found that the business of government and administration of
justice was carried out behind the scenes by the Viet Minh.
Although the Viet Minh were evacuating large numbers of their
uniformed troops to the north, they retained their clandestine administrative and propaganda network in the south,
and it was impossible to tell how many of the evacuating
forces were young people sent north for Viet Minh trainin6
and indoctrination or to estimate how many soldiers remained
behind in civilian dress to pursue guerrilla activities.
Even in Saigon and the other cities of the south, where gover'nment control had always been the strongest, the Viet Minh h~d
many sympathizers among the poorer classes as well as amoug
the intellectuals and professional people, and Viet J.'fdnhsponsored parades and rallies were frequent.
The US Government was well aware of the Viet Minh threat
in the remnant State of Vietnam. A National Intelligence
Estimate (NIE) of early August, on the post-Geneva outlook
in Indochina, predicted that the communist's would contir'.l.ue
their efforts to secure control of all of Indochina,
resorting to psychological and "paramilitary!! means rather
than armed invasion, and aVo'iding violation of the armistice .
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The NIE ·stated that the Viet Minh would seek·to retain
"sizable military and political assets" in South Vietnam,
noting that many of both regular and irregular Viet Minh
soldiers cu~rently in the south were natives of the area
and would probably remain there. In addition, the restrictions of the Geneva Agreements on the importation of
arms and military equipment, foreign military personnel,
and new military bases and alliances would increase the
already severe problem of establishing and maintaining
security in South Vietnam. The Viet Minh were almost
certain to attempt to discredit any new South Vietnamese
administration, to exacerbate Franco-South Vietnamese
relations, and to appeal to the strong feeling for national
-unlfication- -extarif--1n Vie·tnam. Finally, if the scheduled
national elections were held in 1956, and if the Viet Minh
did not prejudice its political prospects, the Viet ~~nh
would almost certainly win. lO

.. r
\

Not only did Ngo Dinh Diem and his new government face
the danger of the externally controlled Viet Minh, but they
were also opposed by certain noncommunist groups in South
Vietnam--the "sects" and the Binh Xuyen. The two politicoreligious sects, the Cao Dai and the Roa-Hao, and the
Binh Xuyen, a group of former river pirates who had extensive vice and gambling monopolies and who controlled the
Saigon-Cholon police, were the major political forces in
South Vietnam at this time. All three groups maintained
t.heir own private armed forces, t·otaling about 40,000 men.
They controlled large areas of the South Vietnamese countryside and collected tolls and taxes from. the local population
in such areas. Naturally, a stro~g central government would
pose a challenge to their privileged positions, and the
Cao Dai, the Roa Hao, and the Binh Xuyen all viewed Diem
with great suspicion, if not hostility.
Confronted with both the Viet Minh and the private
armies of the sects and the Binh Xuyen, Diem also lacked
the confidence of the exiting French. Because of his strong
anti-French sentiments, the departing French officials had
no great affection for Diem. They did not initially oppose
him outright, but neither did they support him. They

10. (U) NIE 63-5-54, "Post-Geneva Outlook in Indochina,1I
3 Aug 54, Pentagon Papers (a study prepared by the Denart-

ment of Defense, iiUnited States-Vietnam Relations, 19451967"), vol. 10, pp. 692-698.
-

.JrG.! SECREl
-- ..--.....
9

......

... -

'0,

j
o_._._~,~",~

TO

U

Qji8HE!

[' -.
"

their energies instead on salvaging some
of their position and influence in Vietnam.
~~:.c Lc.i and [-.Lis clique -' under French pressure, showed them6e~v2s increasingly disenchanted with Diem.
They saw,in
~is penchant fer honesty and diligence a threat to th~ir
perquisites.
~o~c2~~rate6

'2;r~:-.i(;_:(G

The F~ench Governmept was quite frank in disclosing
to the UD+ted states that it did not consider Diem qualified,
to hea~ ~ne new government in Vietnam. Although the French
praised Diem's IIhigh moral character" and felt that he
should be a member of any future Vietnamese government if
he could make peace 'with"the secis,--- they held that Diem did
not fully represent the p,:)pulation in the south, that he
wo~ld be unable to ca~ry out necessary agricultural reforms
promptlYj and that he would not be prepared to depose
~~
Bao Dai and create a republic when it became appropriate.~~
To cope with the forces arrayed against him, Diem
needed a strong national army. This he did not hav~. Fearing that a Vietnamese national army would turn against them,
the French had delayed its formation until 1951, the year
that Vo Nguyen Giap formed the first regular Viet Minh '
division. In 1954 the Vietnamese National Army (VNA) was
still in its formative stages and, although it was numerically equal to the forces of the DRV, one observer termed
it "organizationally only a miscellaneous conglomeration
of ill-sorted battalions."12 In addition, the military
victory of the Viet Minh at Dien Bien Phu, and its diplomatic confirmation at Geneva, had seriously undermined ,the
morale or'" the VNA. Not only was the VNA disorganized,
poorly "'Grained, and demoralized, but many of the highranking officers, including Chief of Staff General Nguyen
Van Hinh, were opposed to Diem.
In addition to the political chaos in South Vietnam
the Diem government had major economic, financial, and
social problems to solve. The Geneva partition had divided
an economically balanced country, separating the agricultural south from the industrial north, and leaving South Vietnam
~l.

(u) Msg, Paris 481 to State, 4 Aug 54, Pentagon

Papers, vol. 10, pp. 699-700.
12. Peggy Durdin, "There Is No Truce in Vietnam,"
Reporter, 30 Dec 54, p. 26.
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with a scarcity of skilled labor. The war had destroyed
approximately 60 percent of South Vietnam's roads, many
bridges, and one-third of the railroads. Further, there
existed serious administrative and technical problems in
transferring control of foreign trade, banking, and currency from French to Vietnamese hands. South Vietnam did
have economic assets ih its rice and rubber producing
capacity, but there remained the tremendous task of building and orienting a self-sufficient economy.
Some of the major economic and social problems arose
from the fact that, in the months follotV'ing the C-eneva
settlement, thousands of North Vietnamese refugees fle6
south. Crowded" int'o- tent' cities without even the basic
necessities of life, and with growing antagonisms between
them and the native southerners, the refugees presented yet
another challenge to the efficiency and resources of the
government.

3

Closely related to the question of refugee settlement
was the matter of land reform
Various land reform proposals had been considered in Vietnam, dating b~ck to 1949,
but even though Premier Nguyen Van Tam had decreed a program
in 1953, nothing had yet been done. In a country where a
large part of the population consisted of landless peasants
tilling large estates and plantations, and where small
tenant farmers labored under high rents and usurious inter·es·:·
rates, land reform was essential, especially if the goverDITlent was to compete with the land reform propaganda of the
Viet Minh.
0

Beleaguered on all sides by political insecurity and
chaos, and confronted with immense economic and social
nroblems, it was obvious that the state of Vietnam would
~equire outside assistance if it was to survive.
Weary
after seven years of war in Vietnam, and having severed it2
formal ties with the three fOl"'mer Associated States, France
no longer possessed the inclination to provide this assistance. The United States recognized the importance of
Vietnam and real:i.zed that the West. could ill ai'f'ord ti:2 l.os.s
of all of Vietnam to the communists. Not only was the
existence of South Vietnam threatened, the US Government
b~11eved, but so too was that of all of Indochina and~
ultimately, all of Southeast Asia. Earlier in 1954, ?resident Eisenhower had enunciated his belief in the lTfaIling
domino" principle, likening Indochina=s position, relative

11

..:

.':

to ths rest of Southeast Asia, to the first in a row of
domi~~s set on etid~
if the first fell, the rest were
13
2er~ain to follow.
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Reassessment of US Policy
r

.'

In the summer of 1954 the results of the Geneva Conference, and the perilous situation in South Vietnam,
prompted the United States to undertake a wide ranging
reas~essment of its policy for the Far East.
Recognizing
that France would no longer be responsible for Indochina,
the United State·s -nao---to-.de.clde to -what_. extent it would
commit itself to prevent further communist encroachment
there. Moreover, the rel~tionship of Indochina to the
entire surrounding area made it mandatory that the United
States reconsider its policy toward all the nations and
regions of the Far East, particularly Communist China. In
the short space of five years, Communist China had driven
the Nationalist Government of China from the mainland,
waged war impreSSively in Korea, and contributed significantly to the victory of the Viet Minh in Indochina. It
had also forged a strong alliance with the USSR, gained
great prestige and respect among the Asian and African
nations·, and menaced the arc of small and generally weak
neighboring nations.
NSC 5429

t

,
1

The US Government began a formal reassessment of its
policy immediately after the Geneva Conference, with a
draft statement of policy toward the Far East, circulated
to the National Security Council on 4 August 1954 as
NSC 5429. This policy statement had been prepared by the
NSC ·Planning Board, whose members represented the various
executive departments and agencies charged with responsibility for the development of national security policy.
Prefaced with a section on the consequences of the Geneva
Conference for the United states, the draft statement
13. Presidential News Conference, 7 Apr 54, transcript
In Public FaDers of the Presidents of the United States:
Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1954 (1960), pp. 382-383.

12

I·

I.

:
:

':~:
. ~ ~~:

"';";:"!

f
"fOP OECKEif'

j~:':

W

F'
[,.-.;",
"

:

r'
r:

....:;.

[.
·k

[

.

[

.-r
r

t.

I,

..

included four sections: (1) courses of action to increase
the security of the Pacific offshore lsland chain; (2)
general political and economic measures for the Far East;
(3) courses of action for Southeast Asia; (4) policy toward
Communist China. It was the latter two sections that were
to give US policymakers the most trouble. The Defense, JCS,
and Office of Defense Mobilization (ODM) representatives of
the Planning Board believed that US policy toward China
(the fourth section) should be determined first, with policy
toward lithe peripheral areas tl being ~stablished in light of
that determination. They also proposed that the section on
Communist China be made the first section of the policy
statement .
The section on Southeast Asia called for a new initiative there to protect the US position and restore US
prestige. According to the draft statement, the situatioh
in that area had to be stabilized to prevent further losses
to communism through either "creeping expansion" and "SUbversion" or overt aggression. As a major objective, the
United States should negotiate a Southeast Asia security
treaty with the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand,
France, the Philippines, Thailand, and other free South and
Southeast Asian countries willing to participate. The
United States would continue to provide limited military
assistance and training missions, wherever possible, to
friendly Southeast Asian states in order to bolster the will
to fight, stablize legal governments, and control subversion .
In a following ftaragraph entitled "Action in the Event
of Local Subversion, I NSC 5429 presented two alternatives
for NSC consideration. The first, recognizing that "the
above-mentioned economic and military measures" might be
inadequate to cope with communist expansion and subversion
in Indochina, called for the issuance "at the earliest
practicable moment" of a declaration to the Chinese Communists that further communist expansion on the mainland of
Southeast Asia would not be tolerated. Additionally, such
a declaration should warn that continued communist expansion
would "in all probability" lead to the application of military power "not necessarily restricted to conventional
weapons against the source of the aggression (i.e. Communist China)." The second alternative proposed that, in
addition to the negotiation of a Southeast Asia security
treaty, the United States prepare, either unilaterally or
under the terms of the Southeast Asia treaty, and if

mop §BGBET
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requested by a legitimate local government, to assist that
government with military force, if required and feasible,
~o defeat local communist subversion or rebellion not consti tuting external armed att.ack.
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For Indochina, NSC 5429 recommended the following
political and cove.rt actions: (1) making. every effort,
not openly inconsistent with the US position on the Geneva
Agreements, to defeat communist subversion and influence,
to maintain and support friendly noncommunist governments
in Cambodia, Laos, and South Vietnam, and to prevent communist victory through all-Vietnam elections; (2) urging
France to recognize promptly and deal with Cambodia, Laos,
·and.:r·South.·;·.V1.etnarri -as.' independent sovereign nations; (3)
strengthening of' US 'representa'tiori:"in'~ '''''and''!""'deal·ing·d:irec"tly. "'\f~.':~
with, the governments of Cambodia, Laos, and South Vietnamj ~.
(-4) working through the French only insofar as necessary,
assisting Cambodia, Laos, and South Vietnam to maintain military forces necessary for internal security and economic
conditions conducive to the maintenance of strong noncommunist
regimes; (5) aiding emigration and resettlement of peoples
unwilling to remain under communist rule in North Vietnam;
(6) exploiting available means to make more difficult the
control of North Vietnam by the Viet Minh; (7) exploiting
available means to prevent North Vietnam from becoming permanently incorporated in the Soviet bloc, using consular
relations and nonstrategic trade as feasible and desirable,
or, alternatively, treating North Vietnam as .already permanently incorporated into the communist bloc with the
application of economic controls similar to those applied
to Communist China; (8) conducting covert operations on a
large and effective scale in support of the foregoing.
The last section of the draft statement of policy,
dealing with the policy and courses of action for US
relations with Communist China, proved the most difficult
on which to reach agreement. In this section, the Planning
Board offered four alternative general policies with appropriate implementing courses of action. The four alternative
policies, enumerated as Alternatives A through D, were :
putting US relations with Communist China on the same footing as those with the Soviet Union; reducing, by means short
of war, the relative power of Communist China in Asia;
reducing the power of Communist China in Asia even at the
risk of, but without deliberately provoking, war; and initi~
ating "an increasingly positive pollcy- toward .Communist China
.•. ,
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designed to confront the regime with a clear likelihood of
U.S. military action against China proper,f! unless Communist China took public action Eo change its belligerent
support of communist expansion. l
.
The Views of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
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Since the draft policy statement was to be considered
at a NSC meeting on 12 August 1954, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
undertook an immediate study of the statement. In a memo- .
randum of 11 August 1954, they informed the Secretary of
Defense that NSC 5429 did not represent a comprehensive
policy statement for the Far East. It did not delineate
US objectives for the whole area or courses of action that
would logically flow from the establishment of such
.
objectives. They reaffirmed their proposal of the previous
April that the United States formulate a comprehensive
policy treating the Far East as a strategic entity. The
Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended,·therefor~, that NSC 5429
·be returned to the NSC Planning Board with appropriate
guidance for derivation and exposition of US objectives in
the Far East and the development of broad courses of action
to achieve these objectives.
Although the Joint Chiefs of Staff agreed on the
general inadequacy of NSC 5429J they differed on certain
specific· provisions of the policy statement. The Chief of
Naval Operations, the Chief of Staff, Air Force, and the
Commandant, Marine Corps, . concurred in the view of the
Defense, JCS, and ODM·representatives on the Planning Board
that US policy toward CommUnist China should be determined
first, with policy for lithe peripheral areas" following that
determination. Consequently, they recommended that, in the
final version of NSC 5429, the section on Communist China
be made the first section of the statement .
The Chief of Naval Operations, the Chief of Staff, Ai~
Force, and the Commandant, Marine Corps, then proceeded with
detailed comments on individual portions of the draft policy
statement. With regard to US actions in Indochina, the JCS·
majority preferred a revision of the action for exploitation

14. (TS) NSC 5429, 4 Aug 54, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48)

sec 77.
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of available means to make Viet Minh control of North
1~etnarn more difficult.
They would substitute continued
e4ploitation of lIopportunities to further US long-range
ojjectives toward uniting Vietnam under a democratic form
c:;.~ government. IT
If this change were accepted, they fel t.,
it would el~~inate the need for either of the alternative
actions of preventing North Vietnam from becoming permanently
attached to the Soviet bloc or treating North Vietnam as
a.lready permanently incorporated in the communist bloc.

.j.'

:.... ~

With respect to the four alternative policies toward
Communist China, they considered the first two inadequate
and-the fourth extreme. Con~equently, they preferred the
third alternative--reduction of the power of Communist China
in Asia even at the risk of, but without deliberately provoking war--with certain revisions in the courses of action
to implement this alternative. This policy, with their
proposed revisions, would provide for a positive approach to
the problem of reducing the threat of further Communist
Chinese expansion in ASia, furnishing a basis for action
against indirect aggression that was lacking in the first
two alternatives, while avoiding the "more extreme-measures,
with their greatly enhanced risks,1J contained in the fourth
alternative.
The Chief of Staff, Army, however., had more basic
reservations regarding NSC 5429. He stated that the proposed
policy was- not a comprehensive review of Far Eastern policy.,
adding that the problem confronting the United States in the
Far East could not be stated except in relation to., and as
an element in, a US foreign policy of "global scope. 1f Although not suggesting what such a global policy should be,
it seemed axiomatic to him that lTone principal OBJECTIVE"
should be to split Communist China from the Soviet bloc.
As a result, the Chief of Staff, Army, found none of
the four alternative policies toward Communist China acceptable. He stated that there were elements in each alternative
which, if combined, might offer a better alternative,
emphasizing that the United States need not either appease
Communist China (the first alternative) or destroy it -(the
last alternative).
Returning to the "objective" of driving a wedge between
Commun,:'st China and the lTSSR, the Chief of Staff, Army, said
that, if this objective were' accepted, the "statesmanlike
approach would seem to be to bring ~eking to a realization
--, ,,.,......
t mop @FGBFm
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that its long-range benefits derive from friendliness with
America, not with the USSR." These benefits would, of
course~ be forthcoming "in time," and only if Communist
China 'would mend its ways." 1 5
NSC 5429/1 and NSC 5429/2
The National Security Council considered NSC 5429 on
12 August 1954, but did not heed the JCSrecommendation for
return of the draft policy statement to the Planning Board.
The NSC accepted the sections dealing with the Pacific offshore island chain and general political and economic
measures (Sections···I and II) without change. In its consideration of the Southeast Asia section (Section III), the
NSC could not agree· on either alternative action to meet
local subversion. Nor did the Council accept the recommendation of the Chief of Naval Operations, the Chief of
Staff, Air Force, and the Commandant, Marine Corps, with
regard to the action to make Viet Minh control of North
Vietnam more difficult. Instead, the NSC approved the pro'~ision as stated in NSC 5429 and chose also the alternative
of exploiting available means to prevent North Vietnam from
becoming permanently incorporated in· the Soviet bloc.
After reviewing the four alternative policies toward
Communist China, the NSC was unable to decide on anyone of
them. As a result, the Council adopted the first three
~ections of NSC 5429 with the exception of the paragraph
(paragraph 8) in Section III treating local subversion.
This paragraph, together with the fourth section, on Communist China, the Council agreed to reconsider on 18 August.
The President--on the day of the NSC meeting, 12 August
1954--approved Sections I, II, and III, with the exception
of paragraph 8, and directed their use as a general guide
to US policy in ·the Far East. This revised NSC65429 was
published as NSC 5429/1, dated 12 August 1954.1
When the National Security Council met on 18 August
1954 it had before it the four alternative policies toward

15. (TS) Memo, JCS t~ SecDer ~ "Review of U. S. Policy
in the Far East - NSC 5429," 11 Aug 54, same file, sec 79.
16. (TS) NSC 5429/1, 12 Aug 54, same file, sec 80.
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Communist China presented in NSC 5429, ranging from putting
US relations with that nation on the same footing as those
~'rtth tne Soviet Union to military action against the
(~h~_nese mainland.
The' policy adopted by the Council was the
third alternative (Alternative C), providing for the
reduction of the power of Communist China in Asia even at
thG risk of war, but without deliberately provoking it.
The language of the policy as finally adopted followed
closely that suggested by the majority of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, with the addition of a course of action calling
for the creation of "internal division" in the Chinese regime
as well as impairment of Sino-Soviet relations by all
f~asible overt and cov~~t_mean~~-as supported by the Chief
of Staff, Army, in the split JCS'views of 11 August.
At the 18 August meeting, the National Security Council
also reconsidered the question of how to deal with communist
subversion in Southeast Asia. The Council'selected neither
alternative proposed in NSC 5429--a unilateral US declaration
to Communist China threatening the use of force in the event
of continuing communist expansion in Southeast Asia or US
preparedness to act, either unilaterally or under the projected Southeast Asia security treaty, to assist local governments facing local corrununist subversion. Rather, the
Council adopted a new paragraph calling on the, President to
consider asking Congress for authority t6 use US forces i~
Southeast Asia. Specifically, the new paragraph stated:
If requested by a legitimate local government which required assistance to defeat local
Communist subversion or rebellion not constituting armed attack, the U.S. should view
such a situation so gravely that, in addition
to giving all possible covert and overt support within Executive Branch authority, the
President should at once consider requesting
Congressional authority to take appropriate
action, which might if necessary and feasible
include the use of U.S. military forces either
locally or against the external sources of
such subversion or rebellion (including Communist China if determined to be the .source).
With all the disagreements now resolved, the National
Security Council adopted the entire statement of US policy
for the Far East on 18 August 1954 with the understanding
that the section on Communist China would be used as the
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basi s for furth er cons idera tion in li~ht of a'~eview
by the
Secr etary of state sche duled to be comp leted in abou
t.one
mont h. The Pres iden t appro ved this 'state ment of polic
y on
20 Augu st with the' same unde rstan ding . The appro ved polic
y,
NSC 5429 /2, 'was issue d on the same day, with the 'sect
ion
on
Communist Chin a the firs t, rath er than the last , secti
on.1 7
The. Mani la Conf erenc e
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With an appro ved polic y towa rd the Far East and Sout
heast Asia , t'he US Gove rnme nt now moved to crea
te
a
regio
nal
secu rity arran geme nt, the preli mina ry nego tiati ons of
whic h hact
been in prog ress" since Apri l 1954. Repr esen tativ es
of
Kingd om, . Fran ce, Aus trali a, New Zeal and, and the Unit the Unit ed
Stat es, joine d by the Asia n state s of Paki stan, Thai ed
and the Phil ippin es, met in Mani la in early Septe mberland ,
to draf t such a trea ty and, on 8 Septe mber , signe d the 1954
east Asia Coll ectiv e Defe nse Trea ty (SEACDT). The eighSouth~
t
sign ator ies reco gniz ed that an attac k on anyo ne of
them
woul d enda nger the peac e and safe ty of all and pledg
in such an even t·, each woul d "act to meet the commoned that ,
in acco rdan ce with its cons titut iona l proc esse s." In dang er
the
even t of a thre at othe r than arme d attac k to thei r terri
tory ,
sove reign ty, or poli tica l indep ende nce, the sign ers
agree
d
to cons ult on appr opria te meas ures for the common defe
nse.
The area cove red by the prov ision s inclu ded the gene
of Sout heas t ASia , the enti re terr itor ies of the Asiaral area
memb ers, and the gene ral area ' of the Sout hwes t Paci n
fic,
inclu ding the area nort h of 2l.de gree s 30 minu tes north
tude . A sepa rate proto col exten ded the secu rity prov latiof the trea ty to "the State s of Camb odia and Laos and ision s
free terri tory unde r the Juris dicti on of the Stat e of the
Vietn am." The Unit ed Stat es, howe ver:, signe d the trea
ty
with ' the unde rstan ding that the prov ision s cove
ring
aggr
ession and arme d attac k appl ied only to comm unist aggr
essio
n,
but cons ented to cons ult in the even t of. "oth er aggr
essio
n
or arme d attac k." The SEACDr prov ided for neith er comm
ment of force s nor a form al trea ty orga niza tion. Inste itit estab lishe d a Coun cil, with each member repre sente ad,
d, to
cons ider impl emen tatio n of the trea ty. The trea ty also
inco rpor ated econo mic prov iSion s, each party prom ising
to

17. (Ts)
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NSC 5429 /2, 20 Aug' 54, same file, 'sec 81.

\>::.
,.':',-

.....•

SECILIST

\

'.:~~

19

....

":"

... : ...-:-..... ; ....

I[1 ',cooperate in promotion of the economic well-being and social
)rogress of all. Accompanying the treaty was the Pacific
~harte'r, signed by the eight states on the same day.
Therein
'chey proclaimed their determination to resist any attempt
"to subvert their freedom or to destroy their sovereignty
or territorial integrity."lB
Restudy of US Policy toward the Far East (NSC 5429/3)
In accordance with the August 1954 NSC decision, the
Planning Board undertook a review of US policy toward the
Fai East in the fall of 1954, in light of the continuing
critical situation'-and -the Sec-retary of State's report to
the National Security Council following the Manila Conference. Subsequently, the Planning Board circulated a new
draft statement of US policy toward 'the Far East (NSC 5429/3)
to the NSC members of 19 November 1954.
'
The new draft statement was organized into three
sections--general considerations, objectives, and courses of
action. Under general considerations the Planning Board set
forth the primary problem of the United States in the Far
East as meeting the serious threat resulting from the spread
of communist power on the continent of Asia--over mainland
China, North Korea, and the northern part of Vietnam. Not
only had the Chinese communist regime apparently succeeded
in consolidating its power on the mainland, but it had
developed 'working relations with the Soviet Union. The task
of the United States in coping with the threat was complicated by a number of factors. The noncommunist countries in
Asia were vulnerable militarily, politically, economically,
and psychologically to further communist inroads and all had
intense nationalistic feelings with residual resentments
against European colonialism. In addition, a sense of
"weakness and inadequacy in the face of the worldwide power
struggle" inhibited many Far Eastern and Southeast Asian
countries from cooperating with the United' States, and the
divergent Far Eastern policies followed by US European
allies; particularly with regard to Communist China, limited
US political and economic pressures against Asian communist
regimes.

18. For a full account of th~
resulting SEACDI', see Appendix.
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The new draf t state ment inclu ded four prin cipa l
obje ctive s and ref'ie cte-d the JC;C:~-~riew that any
full stat' ement of US polic y for the area_ shou ld inclu de goal
s that
the Un1_ted state s wa:J seek ing to achie ve in the Far
EaGt (l!.j
a whol e. The obje ctive s, to be pursu ed with clea r and
stron g resol ve,_ and lIif nece ssary at the risk -of but
not
prov ocat ive of war, " inclu ded: - pres erva tion of the terr
toria l and poli tica l -inte gr1ty of the nonc omm unist coun iin the area agai nst furth er comm unist expa nsion or sub- tries
vers ion; prog ressi ve impro veme nt of the_ rela tive poli
tica l,
econo mic-, and mili tary posi tion of the nonc omm
unist
coun
vis-a -vis that of the Asia n comm unist regim es; redu ction tries
of
Chin ese Communist powe r and pres tige; and -disr uptio n
of
the
Sino- Sovi- et--al lianc e---th rough _ actio ns desig ned. to inten
Sify
exis ting and pote ntial area s of conf lict or diver
gence
-- of
inte rest betw een the USSR and Communist -Chin a. The draf
t
state ment also cont ained a fifth obje ctive prop osed
by
the
3
Defe nse,_ JCS 3 - Commerce, ODM, Fore ign Oper ation Adm inistrati on (FOA),- and CIA resp rese ntati ves on -the s Plan
ning
Boar d 3 but oppo sed by the Depa rtmen t of_ Stat e repre senta
It prov ided for crea tion in nonc omm unist Asia , and ultimtiv-e ;.
ately
with in Communist Chin a, of poli tica l and soci al force
s
that
woul d sprea d the "gre ater valu es of the Free Worl d"
Simu ltane ously expo se If the falsi ty_o f the conu nunis t and
ideo logical offe nsiv e. 1f
To achie ve these obje ctive s, the Plan ning Boar d prop
osed
vario us cour ses of a~tion, falli ng into two cate
gori
es--t
hose
desig ned to Ifpre serve the terr itor ial and
tica l inte grity
of/ the areal ! and those requ ired to "enh ancepoli
the
indiv idua l
and colle ctive stren gth of the non-C omm unist natio
ns. 11 The
firs t categ ory inclu ded: main tenan ce -.,of the secu rity
of
the Paci fic offsh ore islan d chai n; conc lusio n of a mutu
defe nse trea ty with the Repu blic of Chin a cove ring Form al
osa
and the_ Pesc ador es; use of forc e, as appr opria te., in
the
even t of arme d attac k on the Repu blic of Kore a or in
cove red by the Mani la Pact ; and prep ared ness to seek an area
gres sion al auth ority for nece ssary actio n, inclu ding Conuse of
forc e, to meet arme d attac k or immi nent thre at of attac
k
agai nst any othe r coun try in the area not cove red by
a
secu rity trea ty to whic h the Unit ed Stat es was a part
y.
Furt her actio ns in this categ ory were : prom
pt
puni
tive
actio n-in the even t of unpro voke d comm unist arme d attac
k on
US perso nne1 3 aircraft~ or vess els; enco urage ment of
a
West ern Paci fic colle ctive defe nse arran geme
assis tanc e,
wher e nece ssary and feas ible 3 t~ nonc omm unistnt;gove
rnme nts
~--
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in the Far East to counter communist subversion'and
economic domination; and maintenance of US forces i~ the
~lp.r East as clear" evidence of US intentions in the area'.
With regard to internal communist subversion or rebellion~
the first category ot actions included the same provision
that had been included in NSC 5429/2 only after a lengthy
consideration--calling for the United states to give all
possible covert and overt support w.ithin the Executive
Branch -authority and for t~e President to be prepared to
request Congressional authority for appropriate action,
including military force, if appropriate.
The second ca~eg9ry of ~ctions, those required to
enhance the individual and collective strength of the noncommunist states, called for: increased efforts to. develop
the basic stability and strength of the noncommunist
countries to resist communist expansion; continued recog...nition of the Government of the Republic of China, with
direct military and economic assistance to that government;
encouragement of the organization of an economic grouping
of free Asian states, accompanied by all feasible measures
to increase opportunities for trade among these countries
and with the Free World; provision of economic and technical
assistance, encouraging use of US advisers where appropriate;
attempts to increase the understanding of, and' orientation
of the Asian peoples towardi the Free World as well as to
expose the menace of Chinese imperialism and world communism; and encouragement of the applicatr~on df private
capital to the develop~ent ~of free Asia.
With respect to Indochina, the new draft policy statement continued unchanged' that policy adopted in NSC 5429/2~
.with the addition of a new paragraph. Reflecting US concern
over a growing problem, this new paragraph called for the
United States to expose communist violations of the armistice
in Indochina.
Included in NSC 5429/3 was a proposal by the Commerce
and FOA members of the Planning Board for study of the
feasibility of the negotiation of a Far Eastern settlement
that might encompass such elements as recognition and seating in the United Nations of the two Chinas;. opening trade
with Communist China; unifying Korea; obtaining the abandonment of subversive communist pressures in South Vietnam;
admission of Japan to the United Nationsj and obtaining an
undertaking by Communist China to refrain from support of
subversive groups in any part of Asia. Realizing that such
#1 6 i
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a prop osal woul d requ ire deta iled. study and plann ing"
Plan ning Boar d state d that , in the mean time, the Unit the
State s must we~ken or reta rd the g~owth and powe r of ed
muni st China~ and also calle d for cont inue d refu sal Comreco gniz e Comm unist Chin a· and othe r Asia n comm unist to
utili zati on of all feas ible over t and cove rt mean s regim es,
to
crea te dis.c onten t and inter nal divi sion with in the 'com
muni stdomi nated area , and main tenan ce' of a t'rad e emba rgo again
s-t
Comm unist Chin a. On the matt er of the trade emba rgo,
howe
ver-,
the memb ers of the Plap ning Boar d could not agre e.
Altho
ugh
all supp orted .con tlnua tion' of the. emba rgo, the Befe
nse" JCS,
Commerce, and ODM repr esen tativ es favo red use of' lithe
barg ainin g posi tion " of the Uni ted Stat es. t·o gain acce tota l
of the emba rgo, or near emba rgo, by all othe r nonc omm ptan ce
coun tries . The Stat e, Trea sury , Budg et, and CIA repr unist
esen tativ es, on the othe r hand , woul d cont inue to exer t
US
inf'll J,enc e on othe r Free Worl d coun tries for main tenan
the curre nt leve l of' trade cont rols agai nst Comm unist ce of
Chin a,.
but with out usin g US influ ence in such a mann er as
to
be
'.
"ser ious ly divi sive ."19
.
In prep arati on for a I Dece mber NSC cons
tion of
NSC 5429 /3, the Join t Chie fs of Staf' f prov idedidera
the
Secr etary
of I:efe nse thei r comm ents on the draf t polic y state ment
on
26 Nove mber , .com plain ing that they had had only three days
to prep are thei r view s. They infor med the Secr etary
·that US
polic y ·for the Far East was depe nden t, in large
degr
ee,
the "Bas ic Nati onal Secu rity Polic y of the Unit ed State upon
Sinc e the Basi c Nati onal Secu rity Polic y was curr ently s.1f
unde r
revie w by the Nati onal Secu rity Coun cil, the Join t
Chie
Staf f caut ione d that thei r view s on the Far East draf fs of
t polic y
state ment must be cons idere d tent ativ e.

1

I
..

I:

/'.

The new draf t, the Join t Chie fs of Staf f
, woul d
cons titut e a comp rehen sive polic y for the area said
as
a
whol e
and woul d prov ide guid ance for the form ulati on of subsidia ry. poli cies . With resp ect to the prin cipa l obje
ctive s,
they endo rsed all five goal s. They belie ved, howe
ver,
that
the obje ctive calli ng for the redu ction of the powe
r
and
pres tige of Comm unist Chin a lacke d clar ity, and they
sugg ested the follo wing expa nsion of that obje ctive
:

I>

19. (TS) NSC 5429 /3, 19 Nov 54, CCS 092 Asia (6-25 -48)
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The reduction of Chinese Communist power
and prestige with the objective of securing
by reorientation a government on the mainland
of China whose oDJectives do" not conflict with
the vital interests of the United states.
They supported the disputed fifth objective (for the
creation in noncommunist Asia of the political and social
forces to spread the values of the Free World and expose
the falsity of the communist 1deolo~ical offensive),
stating that such an objective was 'whollyconsistent n with
the, basic goals of the United States in the Far East and
should be retained in the policy statement. The Joint Chiefs
of Staff fourid the draft 'policy with respect to Indochina.,
including the new paragraph dealing with armistice violations,
"acceptable from the military ,point of view."
The Joint Chiefs of Staff strongly opposed the proposal
for study of the feasibility of negotiation of a Far Eastern
settlement by swapping concessions with Communist China.
They based their stand not so much on the value of the concessions to be bartered as on their belief that Communist
China would not live up to any agreement not suiting its
purposes.' They stated that such a settlement would grant
the Chinese Communists far-reaching concessions, while
relying upon "the as yet undemonstrated faith of that
regime." ,They pointed out that experience in Korea and
currently .in. Indochina with respect to the armistice provided ample evidence that the communists would "distort"
evade, or violate any agreements when it suits their purposes
to do so." In addition, the Joint Chiefs of Staff believed
it "highly unrealistic" to expect the Chinese Communists to
abandon their subversive efforts in South Vietnam and elsewhere in Asia, regardless of any commitments to the contrary.
Concerning the question of the trade embargo on Communist China, the Joint Chiefs of Staff supported., as had
their representative on the Planning Board, the more
restrictive approach. They conceded that some of the proposed courses of action in that approach might not be
feasible in view of existing Free World trade agreements,
but they considered that the broad obje~tive of US security
policy would not be achieved if the United states was forced
to defer to the counsel of the most cautious among its
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allie s or "if i twas - 'unw1 1'ling to unde rtake certa in
'risk s
inhe rent 1~ the adop tion of 'dyna mic and posi tive secu
rity
measures."~U
'
On 1 De"cember 1954 , the Nati onal Secu rity Coun cil conside red NSC 5429 /3 and expa nded the obje ctive towa
Communi st Chin a, esse ntia lly as sugg ested by the Join rd
t
Chie
fs
of Staf f. In addi tion , the Coun cil retai ned the disp
uted
fifth obje ctive ' and, afte r some' delib erati on, dele ted
the
prop osal for study o'f the feas ibili ty of Far East
ern
'sett
lement by bart erin g conc essio ns with Communist ,Chin a.
In
addi tion, unde r'the cour ses of actio n to pres
terr itor ial
and poli tica l inte grity of the Far East , the erve
Coun
cil
the-o ne prov iding fbr pun:1 :tive actio n in the even t of enlar ged
provo ked Communist attac k on US pers onne l, airc raft , unvess els, inclu ding prov ision for purs uit of the attac or
comm unist force into host ile airsp ace or wate rs, if king
feas ible,
and for reta liato ry actio n as appr opri ate and appro ved
the Pres iden t. The Depa rtmen t of Stat e,' howe ver; c ons·idby
e-red
that such purs uit shou ld be unde rtake n only on spec
ific
orde r of the seni or comm ander in the area .
the ques tion
of the trade emba rgo, the Coun cil was unab le On
to
agre e, and
the draf t polic y state men t on the Far East , as revis
the 1 Dece mber meet ing, was 'subs eque ntly circu lated ed at
on
10 Dece mber as NSC 5429 /4, with the ques tions of host
ile
purs uit and the trade emba rgo stil l unre solve d. 2l
The Secr etary of Defe nse requ ested the JCS view s 'on
NSC 5429 /4, and the Join t Chie fs of Staf f furn ished
17 Dece mber 1954 . They acce pted the expa nsion of thethem on
cour se
of actio n deal ing with puni tive actio n and host ile purs
in the case of unpro voke d attac k. With rega rd to the uit
ment of Stat e qual ifica tion conc ernin g who shou ld auth Depa rtsuch purs uit, they cons idere d that , unde r certa in cirsuorize
stan ces, "the Unit ed Stat es comm ander on the spot" shoumhave auth ority to initi ate hot purs uit, but that such ld
auth ority shou ld be inco rpor ated in the dire ctive s to
the
arme d force s rath er than in a broa d polic y state
men t.

'

r
\

On the othe r majo r outs tand ing issu e, the trade emba
rgo
on Communist Chin a, the Join t Chie fs of Staf f once
again

'

20. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecD ef, "Cur rent
Polic y
towa rd the Far East (NSC 5429 /3)," 26 Nov 54 U.S.
(deri
ved from
JCS 1992 /420 ), same file .
21. (TS) NSC 5429 /4, 10 Dec 54, same file , sec 89.
TO P, 8lSl0I.Wi,

25

..... --~---------

"

....

.-.---~

L.
7

,~vr

'-!.UbW.'11 .

u~o~

~
['
.... :.

'-

strongly supported the more restrictive approach. They
considered that the policy for the control of trade with
Communist China should be developed' within the, context of
~he overall US economic defense policy, adding that
"maximum restrictlons," on trade with the Chinese Communists
would be desirableo 22
rhe National Security Council on 21 December 1954 again
considered US pO'licy toward the Far East, but was still
unable to resolve the matters of hostile pursuit and the
trade embargo on Communist China. Consequently, on the
following day, 22 December, the President approved the statement of policy in NSC 5429/4 with the exception of the
portions dealing with these two matters, 'and the approved
policy was circulated as NSC 5429/5, superseding NSC

5429/2.23

On 5 January 1955, the National Security Council
reconsidered the unresolved issues of the US policy toward
the Far East. The Secretary of State presented the Council
a new draft s'ection dealing with unprovoked attack and
hostile pursuit which he had prepared in coordination with
the Assistant Secretary' of Defense (ISA). This draft
provided that t·he United States Government should issue a
directive to its armed forces that, in the event of
unprovoked communist attack against US personnel, aircraft,
or vessels outside communist territory, US forces in the
area would take "immediate' and aggressive protective
measures" 'against the attacking force including, if necessary and feasible, "hot pursuit . . . into hostile airspace
or waters. tI In addition, the Department of State proposal
retained provision for such additional punitive actions as
might be specifically approved by the President. The
Council adopted the State proposal without change.
With respect to the trade embargo question, the
National Security Council adopted on 5 January a section
calling for maintenance of the current level of US tr'ade
controls with Communist China and for administration of

22. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, tlCurrent United States
Policy in the Far East (NSC 5429/4), II 17 Dec 54,.
same file.
23. (TS) NSC 5429/5, 22 Dec 54, same file, sec 90.
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these cont rols in such a mann er "as to ende avor
to
lesse n the activ e coop erati on in the mul tilat eralnotcont~
ol
progr am of othe r Free Worl d ~1"'1'..:ntrie's. rr Unde r this
provisio n, the Unite d state s woul d urge othe r Free
d
coun trieG to main tain the curr ent leve l of trade Worl
cont
on Communist' Chin a, prom oting the willi ngne ss of such rols
natio ns to do so by appr opria te hand ling of rout
exce ption s. Add ition ally, when ever the Secr etaryine,
of State
deter mine d that main tenan ce Df the curr ent mul tilat
agre ed leve l of expo rt cont rols could be "ser ious ly eral ly
divis ive" among US allie s, or lead natio ns need ing
trade
with Comm unist Chin a towa rd an accom moda tion with
the
bloc , he woul d repo rt the matt er to the Nati onal Secu Sovi et
rity
Coun cil for prom pt cons idera tion. The Coun cil also
agree
to stud y, "on' 'an urge nt ba'si s," all aspe cts of US econo d
defe nse polic y appl icab le to trade with the comm unist mic
inclu ding Comm unist Chin a. 24 The Pres iden t appro ved bloc ,
NSC actio ns, and NSC 5429 /5 was revis ed acco rding ly.25both
Thus , at the begin ning of 1955 , afte five mont hs of
effo rt, the Unite d Stat es had an appro ved r polic
y that , it'
was hope d, woul d cope with the serio us chall enge
US secu rity inte rests in the Far East in gene ral, toandvita l
Sout h Vietn am in part icul ar. Durin g the deve lopm ent in
of this
polic y, Comm unist Chin a was seen ever more clea rly
as
prin cipa l thre at to US inte rests in the area . Nece the
ther efor e, in the prep arati on of the polic y, how to ssari ly,
deal
with Comm unist Chin a tende d to domi nate the cons idera
US polic ymak ers. The basic deci sion made in the appr tion of
polic y state ment was to halt the sprea d of communism oved
in the
Far East and, if poss ible, to roll it back .
'I"

In a sens e, the polic y towa rd Indo china
as a coro llary to the broa d and basic polic y. wasButdeve loped
it was
Indo chin a, and espe ciall y Sout h Vietn am, that was perc
as a serio usly enda ngere d area that woul d requ ire subseived
tanti al
help if it was to serve as a bulw ark agai nst furth er
24. This study was not comp leted and appro
by the
Nati onal Secu rity Coun cil unti l Marc h 1957 (NSC ved
5701 /1,
8 Mar 57).
25. (TS) NSC Actio n'No . 1295 ; 5 Jan 55.
(TS) Memo,
Actg SecD ef to CJCS et al., II Curr ent U. S. Polic
y
Toward', the
Far East- -NSC 5429 /5," 30 Dec 54, CCS 092 Asia (6-25
-48)
sec 90.
(TS) Memo, Exec Sec , NSC to NSC, "Cur rent U.S.
Polic y Towa rd the Far East , YrJ 6 Jan 55, CCS 092 Asia
(6-25 -48) (2) sec 1.
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communist inroads, and even during the months that the
policy was under consideration, the situation in South
Vietnam had deteriorated so rapidly that the United States
w~s forced to act without benefit of an approved policy.

(~

[

.-

E·
j.

F·

L
r~

L

r
[

[
I.
[~.

L,
L.;

[

'I'dP S§IS41

28

.

!..
.

:,;;<F

..

TOP SEGPiPr
..

'

•.~ .. ~

r:"
t.

..
i

r-'
1':;'-

r
r~'~
w:

I'"

I

.L
[

J

!'"

I. .
I
1__-

CHAPTER .II

I

i

THREE TROUBLE~ MON THS- -Aug ust-O ctobe r 1954

-

I
I

The summer ·and autum n of 1954, one of
most cruc ial
'peri ods in Indo chine se !hist ory ~ was a'. time the
of turm oil ~ .
poli tica l inst abil ity, land strif e'. Altho ugh Laos and
Camb odia achie ved a me~sure of stab ility , Sout Vietn
am
becam e emb~o:Lled ___in_ clv:i l conflic't~ Plan s for hpoli
tica
l;
econ omic , and mili tary \refo rm were lost in the anarc
hy
surroun ding the' Sout h Viet: name se Gove rnme nt of
ier
.
Ngo Dinh Diem . 'Fren ch land US auth oriti es' hadPrem
not
been
able
to agre e ·upon what meas iures ough t to' be adop ted. The
VNA
was stil l prev ented by Ipol itics from exten ding
the
auth
ority '
of the Saig on gove rnme nitto the coun trysi de. Hord es
of
refug ees pour ed in fro~ Nort h Vietna~ clog ging inad equa
te
rece ption faci litie s. IThe Viet Minh were gain ing
stren
gth.
in the sout h. By mid-Npvember~ when Pres iden t Eisen
howe r
sent Gene ral J. Lawt on iColl ins to Indo china in a renew
ed
effo rt to save Vietn am,) the cris is ·was in its third
month~
and there appe ared to b:e littl e chan ce of retai ning
Sout h
Vietn am in the nonc omm unist camp .

I

Poli tical Turm oil

I
I

The Vietn ames e pol~tical scen e, in the perio d afte r
the Gene va Conf erenc e, ~as a tang le of ·con flict ing
powe r
grou ps, each strug gling : for domi nance in postw ar Vietn
Exce pt for US support~ the Diem gove rnme nt stood alon am.
The Cao Dai and Roa Hao !pol itico -reli giou S sect s and e.
Binh Xuyen orga niza tion soug ht Diem 's down fall beca usethe
his refu sal to face "pol litic al reali ty,tr that is, the' of
I
.
trad ition al Orie ntal prer
ogat ive of gove rnme ntal
ials
to enric h them selve s at! publ ic expe nse. The Chieoffic
f
of
Staf
f
of the VNA, Gene ral Nguy en Van Hinh , led a cama rilla
of
ambi tious youn g officer~ who, cham pioni ng the resto
publ ic orde r, bega n laYf ng'p lans for a coup d'et at. ratio n of
prom inent but unaf filia ted poli ticia ns such as Nguy Othe r
en Van Tam,
I
Nguyen Van Xuan , and Tran
Van Huu intri gued with both the
army and the sect s in a* attem pt· to rega in posi
of
powe r. It was no secr et that Chie f of Stat e Baotions
Dai~ who
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was living on the French Riviera, was strongly opposed to
the Diem government. Bao Dails plush living in France was
largely financed by the sects and the Binh Xuyen, and he no
doubt realized that he stood a good chance of being deposed
as Chief of state if 'Diem called a constituent assembly.

r
o

.'

..
,

Diem's immediate problem, however, was to cope with
his local opponents, for they represented widespread
political strength. Possessing no organized following of
his own, Diem was compelled to negotiate with them. The'
sects and the Binh Xuyen in August offered to participate
in Diem's government, but on terms that would have reduced
the' Prime Minister to a figurehead. Diem's counterproposals,
on the other hand, would have given the sects no real measure
of power. In the deadlock that followed, the sects began to
collaborate with General Hinh to devise a plan for supplanting Diem by a military dictatorship. Both General Paul Ely,
French Commissioner-General, and US Ambassador Donald H.
Heath brought pressure to bear on Diem, the sects, and Hinh
to moderate their demands and patch together a coalition
government that could begin the work of ~acification, refugee
resettlement, and constitutional reform.

I

[

These efforts by General Ely and Ambassador Heath were
offset by Francers lack of enthusiasm for Prime Minister
Diem. The French were enraged by Diem's militant Francophobia. Like the Hinh coterie, they pOinted to Diem's
seeming inability to restore order as evidence of his unsuitability. General Ely, although personally convinced that
Diem had to be replaced, apparently worked sincerely, if'
reluctantly, with Ambassador Heath to prevent Diem's downfall.
Some of General Elyrs subordinates, however, secretly
encouraged both Hinh and the sects to overturn the Diem
regime. Ambassador Heath reported that, al.though he did not
doubt the "impartiality and integrity /Of7 General Ely," it
was clear that other French officers were giving "quiet
encouragement if not unofficial support" to General Hinh.
Moreover, the administrators at the "operating level in
Paris,11 as well as "most French officials" in Saigon, wished
either to unseat Diem as quickly as possible or to load his
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1. (S) Msgs, Saigon 460 to State, 6 Aug 54, DA IN 77122;

580, 14 Aug 54; 751, 26 Aug 54; 758, 26 Aug 54, DA IN 81273.
(C) Msgs, Saigon 515 to State, 10 Aug 54; 601, 16 Aug 54,
DA IN 78405; 733, 25 Aug 54, DA IN 80878 .
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gove rnme nt with pro-F renc h indiv idua ls. who woul d destr
oy
its' auth ority and appe al. 2
The Fren ch pers isten tly soug ht to conv ince
US
Gove rnme nt. that Diem shou ld be give n a figur ehea dtherole
,
with actu ai auth ority veste d in a stron ger perso n.
Tam,
Xuan , Huu, Princ e Buu Loc and Princ e Buu Hoi
all
ment ioned . But none of the Fren ch cand idate s were
was
ptab le
to the Unit ed Stat es, beca use of past iden tific atioacce
n
with
eith er Fran ce or the Viet Minh . 'The name most
isten tly
put forw ard was that of Nguyen Van Tam, fath er pers
of
Gene
ral
Hinh and form er Inte rior Min ister , whos e repr essiv e
polic
e
techn ique s had kept orde r in Saig on and thus ende ared
him
to the Fren ch. The camp aign in beha lf of Tam reach ed
a
clim ax in mid- Septe mber when Diem comp laine d that
Depu
ty
Com miss ioner -Gen eral Jean Darid an had dema nded that
Tam'
be
taken into the gove rnme nt and impl ied that , othe rwis
e,
Diem
woul d be out "in ra7 matt er of days ." Amb assad or Heat
h
repo rted the alleg ation to Wash ingto n, and the Depa rtmen
State regi stere d an offi cial prot est with Prem ier Mend t of
esFran ce pers onal ly. The Prem ier deni ed know ledge of
pres
sure
in favo r of Tam but agre ed to instr uct Saig on to "go
easy
."
Fren ch advo cacy of Tam, howe ver, did not abat e in succ
eedin
g
months~3
'
By early Septe mber , ,the poli tica l atmo sphe
in Saigo n
had becom e so high ly charg ed that a brea k 'in there dead
clea rly had to come soon . It came on 10 Septe mber . lock
,Diem 's agen ts had infi ltrat ed a Gene ral Staf f meet ing One of
plan s for a coup d'et at were bein g draft~d. His repo wher e
confi rmed Diem 's susp icion s, and the Prim e Mini ster rt
two of the ring lead ers, Colo nel Lan and Capt ain Giaiarre sted
ing his prot est as a thin ly veile d thre at, Hinh dema. Couc hnded
that the two offic ers be rein state d. This 'so incen sed
Diem

2. (TS) Msgs , Saigo n 1036 to state , 16 Sep 54; 1204 ,
24 Sep 54.
3. (s) Msgs , Saig on 370 to Stat e, 29 Ju1 54; 759, 27
Aug 54. (S) Msgs, Pari s 598 to state , 12 Aug
781, 23
Aug 54; 873, 30 Aug 54. (C) Msg, Pari s 849 to 54;
state
Aug 54. (S) Msg, state 934 to Saig on, 8 Sep 54. (s), 28
Saigo n 1059 to 'Stat e; 1061 ; 1076 ; 17 Sep 54. (TS) Msg,Msgs ,'
Stat e 997 to Pari s, 17 Sep 54. (TS) Msg, Pari s 1171
Stat e, 18 Sep 54,. (TS) Msg, Saig on 1122 to Stat e, 20 to
Sep 5Lr.
r'
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that he summarily removed Hinh from command of the army and
ordered him out of the C0~ntry. Diem had moved boldly, but
w~thout carefully laying plans for subsequent action.
He
appointed General Nguyen Van Vy tofill the post vacated by
Hinh, but Vy temporiied and finally refused. Diem then
placed Vy on inactive status and instructed Colonel Ho Thong
Minh to assume command. When Minh refused, Diem could find
no other available officer whom he considered sufficiently
loyal to the government to hold the important position. As
a last resort, Le 'Ngoc Chan, the civilian Secretary of State
for Defense, took over Hinh's duties in addition to his own.
Hinh, with direct orders to go abroad on a II s tudy mission,"
procrastinated and at length barricaded himself in his home.
Fully eqUip:p,ed infantry and-a number of armored vehicles were
brought in 'to protect him from' the President." Diem withdrew into Norodom Palace and strengEhened the palace guard.
Again the situation was deadlocked.
Diem's mishandling of Hinh's ouster gave the General
an opportunity to present the conflict as an attack by the
government on the integrity of the army. Hinh was soon
explaining that, although he would be happy to take a
vacation in France, he could not leave without turning his
command over to a qualified officer whom the army trusted.
Besides, he asserted, the situation was no longer, in his
control. He had become a "moral prisoner" of the army.
Judging his hand strong enough, he appealed to Baa D3.i to
intervene .by discharging Diem and constituting a government
that could restore order. General Ely, Ambassaodr Heath,
and Lieutenant General John W. O'Daniel, Chief, MAAG5
.

4. (S) Msgs, Saigon 933.to state, 9 Sep 54; 953, 954,
10 Sep 54. (TS) Msgs, Saigon 971 to state, 11 Sep 54; 1076,
17 Sep 54. (U) Msg, Saigon 1107 to State, 19 Sep 54, DA IN
645055.
5. The US Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG)
Indochina, was established in the summer of 1950 to provide
assistance to the forces of France and the Associated States
in Indochina. LTG John W. O'Daniel was appointed Chief, MAAG
Indochina, in April 1954. Between 1950 and mid~1954, the
United States provided approximately $2.T53·billion inmilitary assistance to the French and native troops, almost
completely re-equipping them with modern weapons and vehicles.
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Indochin~,

used all of thei r pers uasiv e powe~ to prev ent
Hinh from actin g rashl y,. and to influ ence thes Prem
to
mode rate' his posi tion eno'lJgh to adop t a comp romis e ier
that
woul d save face for Hinh .b
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Fort unat ely for Diem, the Hinh cris is had be'en, a~compa
nied by incre asin g disp ositi on of the sect s to part
icip ate
in the gove rnme nt. They had been unab le to agre e amon
them selve s on a form ula for divid ing cont rol of a new g
adm inist ratio n, and Amb assad or Heat h had left littl e
that prec ipita te actio n migh t jeop ardiz e the flow of doub t
US
aid.7 As a resu lt, the sect s ·had. mode rated thei r dema
hds
and begu n nego tiati ng with Diem. 'Agre emen t in prin ciple
was
reach ed early in'Se ptem ber, altho ugh at the last minu
te
the
Binh Xuyen withd rew rath er than share auth ority
,the
two sect s. By 21 Septe mber , the Cao Dai and Hoawith
Hao
were on
the verg e of ente ring the gove rnme nt.
But at this' criti cal junc ture, a'Cao D:tif
iona ry
repo rted to Amb assad or Heat h that Gene ral Raou lunct
Sala
Depu ty Commander in Chie f, Fren ch Unio n Forc es, had n,
in the sect s and decl ared that Gene ral 'Le Van Vien , calle d
Xuyen lead er, had rece ived a mand ate from Bao Ini to Binh
gove rnme nt led by the Binh Xuye n, and that Fran ce and form a
Unit ed Stat es had acce pted this solu tion . From Diem the
came
intel ligen ce that Gene ral Salan had threa tene d the sects
term inati on of thei r subs idies 8 if. they joine d the gove with
ment , and ·that Depu ty Com missi oner Gene ral D3.ri dan was rn'repo rted to be exer ting "heav y pres sure " on the sects
not
to part icip ate. A Hoa Hao offic er "wis tfull y" rema rked
to
Amb assad or Heat h that Gene ral Ely had coun seled them
to
coop erate with the Prim e Min ister , and Gene ral Salan
had
advi sed them to the cont rary . As a. resu lt they
were "dizz y.!:

b. (TS) Msgs, Saig on :1036 to Stat e; 1043, 16 Sep 54;
1119, 19 Sep 54. (S) Msg, Saig on 1250 to Stat
27 Sep 54,
DA IN 87877; 1278 , 30 Sep 54, DA IN 88724 (1 e,
Oct
54). (TS)
Msg, CHMAAG Indo china MG 3228 A to CJCS, 22 Sep 54,
DA IN
86638.
' . '
7. (S) Msg, Saig on 794 to Stat e, 29 Aug 54.
8. In retu rn fo~ coop erati on, often pure ly nomi nal,

Fran ce had for some time give n the Cao. Lai, the Roa
Hao,
and the Binh Xuyen subs idies of money and equip
ment .

I..

:
(
:

\ .,

I
(

.cfT19 i!!, Q.§CRbB
. '
33

, :~~a~~~d~~a~::~\~:S~~~;t;;; ;;;~t~~~m~he0~n~~e~e~~:!~:r\'*; Diem announced the inclusion in h~s Cabinet of Cao Dai and
Hoa Hao representatiyes, and rUmors of an impending military
coup spread through Saigon as VNA troops clashed with Diem's
palace guard.9

The Washington Conference'
Against this background French' and US negotiators met
in 'Washington on 27 September to find a solution to the
political tangle in Saigon and· .to work out military and
, fiscal problems. General Ely and Ambassador Heath flew to
Washington to participate. No sooner had they departed from
Saigon than Bao Dai intervened in the crisis by ordering
Diem to take Generals Hinh, Xuan, and Vien into his government. Diem stalled and negotiated while his future was.
.
determined in Washington. lO
The cross-purposes at which France and.the United
States had been working in Vietnam pointed clearly to the
need for developing a unified approach to Vietnamese political problems. On their part, the French were anxious to
obtain a US commitment for financial support of the French
Expeditionary Corps (FEC),ll: as well as an indication of US
plans for future aid programs to the three Associated States.
The United States sought, as its principal objective in the
Washington talks, to reach agreement with France on a political program for Vietnam. In the view of US Secretary of State
John Foster Dulles, if no such agreement were reached, there
would be "no point in our discussing further aid."12

9. (TS) Msgs, Saigon 1150 to State; 1154~ 21 Sep 54;
1162, 22 Sep 54; 1185, 23 Sep 54. (S) Msg, Saigon 1231 to
state, 25 .Sep 54, DA IN 87675. (u) Msg, Saigon 1226 to state,
25 Sep 54, DA IN 647750.
10. (OUO) Msg, Saigon 1286' to State, 1 Oct 54, DA IN
88899~ (S) Msgs, Saigon 1313 to State, 2 Oct 54; 1321,
4 Oct 54.
11. About 177,000 men of the FEC were 'stationed in Indochina at the close of the Geneva Conference.
12. (TS) Dept of State, Briefing Session Summary, 27 Sep
54, ELaC Memo 15, 4'Oct 54, ees 092 Asia (6-25-48) BP pt 14.
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During the conference, M. Guy La Chambre, Minister for
Relations with the Associated states, and Under Secretary
of State Wq.lter Bedell Smith discussed ,at length the
:
relative merits of the various ~ersonalitieb on the Vietnamese political scene. Minister La. Chambre favored a plan
whereby Princ.~ Buu Loc, a· member of Bao rail s entourage,
would be designated the representative of Bao rai and sent
to Saigon to form a new government. Secretary Smith insisted,
however, that Diem had to be fully supported by the United
states and France. The United states, he explained, felt
that Bao Iai,although he should be constit·utionally deposed
at a more propitious time ·in the·futur~, now ought to be
persuaded to intervene in behalf of Diem. To attain this·
end, the United states suggested that Ambassador Heath and
General Ely fly- t.o Cannes and impress upon the· Chief of
State that the United States and France had determined to
back Diem. Minister La Chambre finally agreed to the US
plan. 1 3
The French were obviously reluctant to insist strongly
that Diem.be replaced, for too intransigent an attitude
might have prejudiced US financial support of the FEC. .The
United states had stopped paying FEC expenses incurred after
the cease-fire, and the French were very. anxious to have the
flow of dollars resumed. France had declared in August that
it could not reasonably be expectedt6 continue to provide
manpower for the defense of' Southeast Asia unless US
financial assistance were continued. 14 Most US authorities
believed that the. presence of the FEC in Indochina was .
necessary until indigenous forces could be developed, and
that France would probably withdraw. the FEC if the United
States "refu·sed to contribute to i tsupkeep. The United
States had determined, however, to make no definite promises

13. (s) Dept of state, ELaC D-l/l, "Establishment and
Maintenance of a Stable Anti-Communist Government of
Vietnam,1I 23 Sep 54; ELaC D-l/3, "other Major Political
Questions, Draft Minute of Understanding,1I 27 Sep 54; (TS)
ELaC VM-l, "Minutes of Opening Political Session . . . ,"
30 Sep 54; (S) ELaC Memo 16 IIMinute of Understandlng,1I 4 Oct
54; CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) BP pt 14. (TS) Msgs, State 1298
to Saigon, 30 Sep 54; 1327 ,. 1 Oct 5.4.
14. (S) Msg, State 737 to Paris, 28 Aug 54.
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until Fremch intentions could be assessed and until the
7'1atter was considered further within the US Government.15
At the Washingtqn Conference, M. La Chambre stated
that the FEC would be' reduced from its current force of
175,000 to 100,000 by the end of 1955. Under this plan,
the financial requirement during 1955 would total approximately $500,000,000, of which France could afford only
$170,000,000. The United States, the French though~, should
furnish about $330,000,000 to make up the difference. In
reply, Foreign 'Operations Administrator Harold Stassen
pointed out that Congress had appropriated FEC ~up~ort funds
before the armistiGe'9.ndJ'o~ t_heexpress purpose of winning
the Indochinese war. This objective was no longer attainable. No answer, he added, could be given until about 1
December, for_Congress had to be 'consulted before new commitments', were tnade .16

.,
c.,._:

Of more immediate concern to the United States was the
problem of obtaining French agreement to the principle of
direct aid to the Indochinese countries. Not only would
the objectives of the United States be best served if the
Indochinese people could distinguish between French and US
activities, but the provision of US aid through French
channels was inconsistent with the independent status of the
three countries. For these reasons the principle of direct
aid had been adopted by the National Security Council and
written into the Mutual Security Act by Congress. 17
The French, when informed by Secretary Dulles in August
that the United States inten~ed to alter its aid procedures,
15. (S) Dept of State, ELaC D-3/1, IIU.S. Financial
Assistance to French Union Forces in Indochina • • • ,11 24
Sep 54, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) BP pt 14.
16. (TS) Dept of State, ELaC VM-l, "Minutes.of Opening
Political Session . . . ," 30 Sep 54; ELaC VM-3, "Minutes of'
Economic Session of Franco-American Bilateral Talks . . . ,r:
2 Oct 54; same file.
,
17. (S) Msg, State 610 to Paris, 18 Aug 54, same file,
sec 81. (S) Dept of State, ELaC D~I/2, "U~S. Relations with
Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam," 23 Sep 54, same file, BP pt 14.
(S) De:p,t of State "A U.S. Policy for Post-Armistice Indochina, J 12 Aug 54.
'
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had obje cted stron gly. Dire ct aid, they asse rted , woul
d
viol ate the Gene va Agre emen ts and woul d need lessl y provo
the Chin ese ('omm unist n. Furth ermo re, the Fren ch belie ke
ved
that perm ltt:tn g the Indo chine se any· grea ter cont rol
over·
. expe nditu re of aid fund s woul d prom ote wast e, graf
corru ption , and "inte nsify the poli tica l strug gle. t,As and
U8
Amba ssado r to Fran ce, C. Doug las Dillo n, summed up
this
view pOin t, the Fren ch
are conv inced that if the Vietn ames e are give
with out rest ricti on, an erec tor set with all n,
the part s for a ten story build ing they will
end up with a one story cabi n and the rema ining
part s will eith er be sold or end up in the
pock ets of' -the- build ers. On the othe r hand if
the part s are hand ed out with care and supe rvisio n, a well -bui lt five story build ing will
emer ge afte r many tria ls and tribu latio ns.
Furth ermo re, the Fren ch belie ve that thei r past
sacr ifice s on beha lf of Vietn am and thei r obli gatio n as a member of /the 7 Fren ch Unio n dict ate
that th8Y shou ld be the cons truct ion supe rviso r. 1
At the Wash ingto n Conf ere'n ce, Mini ster La Chambre
adva nced a plan wher eby aid woul d be admi nist" ered
jOin tly by
Franc o-Am erica n comm ittees . Thes e orga niza tions , one
each
for Laos , Camb odia, and Vietn am, woul d be head ed by
Gene
ral
Ely ~nd woul d not inclu de repr esen tativ es of the Asso
ciate
d
state s. Each comm ittee woul d serv e, said M. La Cham
bre,
as
a
"U.S .-Fre nch brain trus t." Unde r Secr etary of State
Smit
h
was incli ned to acce pt the La Chambre plan , but his
'coll eagu es, prin cipa lly Assi stan t Secr etary of
state Walt er
Robe rtson and Coun sello r Doug las MacA rthur II, poin
ted out
that this proc edur e cont radic ted the US polic y of deal
ing
with the Asso ciate d state s on a basi s of equa lity.
A
comprom ise word ing, for inse rtion in a Minu te of Unde rstan
ding ,
was prop osed by Unde r Secr etary Smit h and acce pted
by
M. La Cham bre. It state d: "Suc h raid 7 progr ams will
be
plann ed and clos ely coor dina ted to-a ssur e maxim
um

1.8. (S) Msg, . Paris 715 to State ,· ·20 Aug 54..
state 737 to Pari s, 28 Aug 54. (c) Dept of Stat e,(s) Msg,
Memo 14, "Fren ch Posi tion Pape rs re Mili tary Aid andELaC
Assi stanc e to the Asso ciate d State s,f1 28 Sep 54, CCS Econ omic
092
Asia (6-25 -48) BP pt 14.
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effectiveness through appropriate machinery established in
agreement with interested governments." -This wording, said
'~ecretary Smith, could mean s'ome form of tripartite organiz~tion, and he hoped it wo~~d be interpreted as such.19
This substitution of vague language for definite agreement failed to put France on notice that the United States
was opposed to French participation in the distribution of
US assistance. Minister La Chambre returned to Paris convinced that the United States had consented to a form of
tripartite control. Mr. Robertson, however, later advised
Secretary Dulles that no real understanding had been achieved
on how aid funds were to be distributed. 20
South Vietnam:

Continuing Political Deadlock

Prime Minister Diem, confronted on the eve of the
Washington Conference with Bao mi's directive to take Xuan,
Hinh, and Vien into his government" negotiated with the three
generals in an effort to play for time. In accordance with
the agreement reached in Washington that France and the United
States would continue to support Diem, Ambassador Heath and
General Ely flew to Cannes for a talk with Bao mi. As a
result of their representations, the Chief of State withdrew
his ultimatum to Diem, and instructed Xuan, Hinh, and Vien to
cooperate with the Premier. Although the cri'sis' was temporarily eased, Diem was still in a precarious position. A
mistake could trigger a revolt of the National Army and the Binh
Xuyen Surete in Saigon. The military forces of the sects,
which were now supporting Diem, would be of little help, for
they were dispersed throughout the provinces. Each day
brought fresh rumo'rs that the army was planning to strike on
the following day.21
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[-19. (TS)' Dept of state, ELaC MC-2, If Memorandum of Conversation, Smith-La Chambre Meeting, September 29, 1954,"
6 Oct 54, same file.
20. (TS) Dept of State, ELaC Memo 20, "Report to the
Secretary of State on Franco-American Bilateral Talks
Octbber 8, 1954," 22 Oct 54, same 'file.
"
21. (TS) Msg, State 1194 to Paris for Heath, 1 Oct 54.
(S) Msgs, Paris 1413 from Heath to State, 4 Oct 54; Saigon
1361 to State, 7 Oct 54.
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In this expl osiv e atmo sphe re, Diem becam e
infle xibl e.
Desp ite the repe ated advi ce of Amb assad or Heat hmore
and Gene ral
Ely to move with extre me ~~ution, Diem insis ted that
leave the coun try imm ediat ely . . But Hinh had now ,JuinHinh
with Vien and Xuan in a seem ingly unsh akab le coal itioned
that
press ed exor bitan t dema nds upon the Prim e Mini ster.
Hinh
refus ed to surre nder command of the army , Xuan
stil l
deter mine d to becom e Vice Pres iden t and Defe nse was
Mini
Vien conte nded that the Binh Xuye n shou ld cont rol thester and
of the Inte rior. Diem 's acce ptan ce of thes e dema nds Mini stry
have redu ced his role to that of a figur ehea d. Diem woul d
attem pted to sow disse nsio n among the three gene rals,
faile d. Each time he offe red a comp romis e the trium but
raise d its dema nds. The situa tion becam e incre asin virat e
gly tens e,
with al-l evide nce pOin ting to an army coup on 13 Octo
ber.
Amb assad or Heat h and Gene ral Ely summoned Hinh and
warn
ed him
that reso rt to viole nce woul d caus e a susp ensio n of
US
aid.
Ther eafte r the thre at of an upri sing decl ined sligh
tly, but
the probl em of the three gene rals rema ined to torm ent
Diem . 22
In the prov ince s, mean while , cond ition s stea dily grew
wors e as a resu lt of the prolo nged para lysis of the
ment . ~~nister La Cham bre, retur ning to Fran ce from gove rn'a visi t
to Indo china , decl ared that the Viet Minh in Annam
were
open ly exer ting thei r influ enc'e , were cool , comp etent
,
assu red, and actin g like conq uero rs; Loca l.Vie tnam
ese
offic ials were inef ficie nt and powe rless . Depu ty Comm
Darid an thou ght there was no poss ibili ty of retai ning ission er
and that emph asis shou ld be dire cted inste ad to savin Annam,
g
Coch in-Ch ina. Amb assad or Heat h journ eyed to Annam
and
confirme a Dari dan's pess imis tic repo rt. 23
In Coch in-Ch ina, comm unist stren gth was less
but the Fren ch susp ected that large numb ers of Vietobvi ous,
Minh
troop s had cach ed thei r arms and blend ed with the popu
latio n.
As the Viet Minh armi es with drew , the armi es of the
Cao
Dai
and Boa Hao rapid ly moved in to esta blish them selve
s
in
time
to levy dutie s on the rice crop . Altho ugh the sects
were
coop erati ng in the Saigo n gove rnme nt, open warf are
was

22. (S) Msgs , Saig on 1330 to state , 5 Oct
Oct 54; 1397 , 10 Oct 54; 1434 ; 13 Oct-5 4; 1487 , 54j
18
1493 , 19 Oct 54~
23. (S) Msg, Saigo n 1513 to Stat e, 21 Oct 54,
9368 6 (22 Oct 54).
(TS) Msg, Paris 1807 to Stat e,
Oct 54.
,.!2? QECf{£T...~'-
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between them for control of the provinces. A
ltusually reliable Hoa Hao source ll informed Ambassad.or Heath
that at least one battle between Roa Ha.::;; and Cao Dai troops
~.Lad been deliberately engineered by the' local French commander. The French, ,said Ambassador Heath's confidant, were
following a "divide a'nd rule ll policy and were trying to
create discorc between the sects in prder to weaken their
cooperation in ;~he Diem government. 24
.
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The VNA, involved in politics, poorly trained, and
heavily dependent upon French leadership, could not bring
order to the rural areas. The US Military Attache at Saigon
reported that the VNA had shown itself incapable of perform-,
irig' even minor police actions. without French staff and
'
logistical support. One operation, originally conceived
entirely as a Vietnamese project, after much confusion had
to be planned and executed by a French colonial infantry
regiment. French Union troops were thus brought into action
against Vietnamese nationals, an eventuality France had
wished to avoid. 2 5
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Little could be accomplished in the provinces until the
political stalemate in Saigon was broken. Diem's cause
received an appreciable stimulus in mid October with the
publication in the United States of the Mansfield Report,
which was expected to have great influence on Congress and
the Department of State. United states Senator Mike Mansfield had visited Vietnam early in October. Upon his return
he had written an analYSis of the situation in Indochina.
"The political issue in south Vietnam,1I declared Senator
Mansfield,

r
r~

[

l

is not Diem as an individual but rather the
program for which he stands. It is unlikely
that any independent non-Communist government

24. (s) Msg, Sai~on 1513 to State, 21 Oct 54, DA IN
93686 (22 Oct 54). (C) Msg, Saigon 1571 to State, 25 Oct 54.
(s) Msg, Saigon 2007 to State, 29 Nov 54.
25. (C) Msg, USARMA Saigon MC 817-54 to CSUSA, 14 Oct
54, DA IN 98990 (15 Oct 54), CCS 092 Asia (6-25'-48) sec 84.
(S) Msg, USARMA Saigon MC 825-54 to DA, 23' Oct 54, DA IN
94015, same file, sec 86. (s) Ms~, Saigon 1513 to State,
21 Oct 54, DA IN 93686 (22 Oct 54).

l

r'
.

[.

:.:.

[
40

' . : . ' : : ' : : " ' ; .. ; . ,_ _ H

~: _ _ .~.~ .. ~-- • • • • • :---~

. <:.:: ....

..

F'
.~.

·.

~9f

F
..

r'"

[J
tOO

I
·: ~ ,

"'

· I ~~

r--'

SECRE?

......

,

can survive in Vietnam, let alone recover
the Vietminh-heldareas unless it represents
genuine nationalism, unless it is prepared
to deal effectively with corruption, and
unless it demonstrates a concern in advancing
the welfare'- of the Vietnamese people.
Ngo Dinh Diem offered the best chance of filling this
prescription, thought the Senator. Should Diem be forced
out of office, it was improbable that new leadership
dedicated to these principles could be found. Senator Mansfield1s conclusion, therefore, was that if the Diem government fell, "the United States should consider q.n immediate
suspension of all aid to Vietnam and the French Union forces
there, except that of a-humanitarian nature, preliminary to
a complete reappraisal of our present policies in Free .
Vietnam. "2 6

[

The Mansfield Report produced noteworthy reactions in
both South Vietnam and France. In South Vietnam, the
"unfortunate Mansfield statement," as Xuan termed it, had a
moderating effect both upon Diem's opponents and upon French
officialdom. On the other hand Diem and his supporters were
I' jubilant" and the Prime Minister became more uncompromising.
In France, where Diem had long since been given up as a lost
cause, Paris officials felt the Mansfield formula violated
the decision at the Washihgton Conference to support' an
alternate if Diem failed. Factions advocating conciliation
of the Viet Minh pointed out that Senator Manfield1s observations merely reinforced their own arguments. The United
States, if it followed the Senator's recommendations, would
withdraw should Diem fall; Diem, they believed, could not
possibly succeed; therefore, France should start "betting on
/the7 Viet Minh to win IEhe7 race. 1127

1.-

The Mansfield Report was followed closely by Q crash
program deSigned by the National Security Council to stabi~iz2
the Diem regime. When the National Security Council met on

I. .
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2b. IiReport of Senator Mike Mansfield on a Study Mission
to Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos," 15 Oct 54, 83d Cong., 2d sess.,
s. Com on Foreign Relations" pp. 11, 14.
27. (C) Msg" Saigon 1478 to State, 17 Oct 54, DA IN
92546. (S) Msg, Saigon. 1501 to State, 20 Oct 54. (C) Msg,
Paris 1608 to State" 16 Oct 54.

\.

r

L

41

-!
'.

•

• • • p ••••• '

••• - ,

•••: - - . .

•

•••••

-.

-

.,,._

•• -.

-.'-

-

• •' •••• :

•••

:

•

-

:'"
',"

22 October J the Diem-Hinh conflict was in its fOI;'t'ieth day,
with no end in sight and the Viet Minh promising to win South
~Tl etl:.am by defaul t unless prompt and vigorous actions were
~~kcn.
The NSC decision was followed on the same day by
inGtructions to Ambas.sador Heath to deli ver a letter frotrl
President Eisenhower to Prime Minister Diem, reiterating'US
support and offering to'begin discussions immediately on a
program of direct economic and military assistance to South
Vietnam. Ambassador Heath also was authorized to acquaint
French and Vietnamese' officials with the US attitude, and to
work out with General Ely a plan for neutralizing the
opposition of Generals Hinh~ Xuan~ and,Vien. A joint StateDefense message, also of 22 October~ repeated for both
Ambassador Heath and ,General.O I D3.niel the US policy to support Diem and directed them to begin a crash program to
improve the loyalty and effectiveness of the Vietnamese armed
forces. To accomplish this task, all the assets of the US
Government in Vietnam would be available. Ambassador Dillon,
in Paris, was instructed to present the French with the US
program and to suggest that France had n~S been giving Diem
all the support of which it was capable.
This crash program and, in particular, the charge that
France had fallen short in its support of Diem had an
electric effect upon the French. Minister La Chambre replied
that the President l s letter to'Diem, offering to work out
immediate procedures of direct aid, was a clear-cut violation
of the Washington Agreement. Under Secretary S~th, recalled ~.
La Chambre', had distinctly agreed to tripartite distri button
of assistance funds. Moreover, the accusation that France
had not been,working actively to consolidate the Diem regime
was ,not only untrue, but a direct reflection upon himself,
General Ely, and the honor of the French Government. Although
convinced that Diem was leading Vietnam to disaster, Minister
La Chambre declared that France was still willing to support
him. "We prefer to lose in Vietnam with the U.S. rather
than to win without them," said the Minister. "We would
rather support Diem knowing he is going to lose and thus keep
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28. (TS) Msgs, state TODUL 14 to Paris; state 1678 to
Saigon and Parisj 220ct.54. The President l s letter had been
drafted in August and a copy made available to the French,
but delivery had been held up pendin~ clarification of the
Vietnamese ~olitical situation. (TS) Msg, Jt State-Defense
(state 1679) to Paris and Saigon, 22 Oct 54.
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Franco-U.S. solidarity than to pick someone who could retain
Vietnam r,or the free ·world if this meant breaking Franco-U. S.
solidarity. "29
t.

,.'

Upon learning of this conversation., Secretary'Dulles
drafted a formal, message to Premier Mendes-France. The
United States., said the Secretary., considered the crash program "as being in ,furtherance of the ,understandings reached
at Washington. 1f In addition., although the United States had
not "the' slightest idea of' que~tloning the ~ood faith of the
French Government.," the f'act remained that 'many French
officials have not concealed their belief that Diem has
failed . . . and that he should be replaced." The result
of this attitude was the "impasse in Sai~on." Minister
La Chambre received Mr. Dulles"message with little corrunent."
He did, however, suggest a "way out of' the·mess." Tam, he
thought snould be. made Minister of. the 'Interior in Diem's
government for "Here is a man who knows how to fight Communists. "3 6 .
.

"
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The' indignation in Paris notwithstanding., Ambassador
Heath and General O'naniel, in Saigon, devised a comprehensive plan., with political., economic., and military31 courses
of action., to put the NSC decisions into effect. The more
important political features envisioned statements of mutual
reconciliation by Diem and Hinh and Hinh's departure for '
France on a "study mission. If Xuan was to be put aside and
Vien taken into the government, although not in control of
the Interior Ministry. Diem was to effect a house-cleaning
of hi~ administration,. and personally circulate among the
people. In the economic field., a general statement would be
made declaring the government's int~ntion to inaugurate a
comprehensive land reform program. 3
The plan of action was based on three admittedly
untested assumptions: that Diem could be persuaded to accept
the Ambassador's proposals; that Hinh would carry out his

29. (TS) Msgs,. Paris 1718 to State., 24 Oct 54; 1736,
25 Oct 54.
30. (TS) Msgs, state 1565 to Paris, 29 Oct 54; Paris
1835 to State; 1836; 30 Oct 54.
31. See Chapter III, ~.
32. (.S) Msg, Saigon. 1 09 0 State, 27 oct 54.
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promise, recently made to General O'Daniel, to give the
government his loyal support; and that the French would
coo~erate, in fact as well as in name, ,at all echelons. 3 3
l\Jpne
the:.3c cu';:~urnt)tl()n:1 'proved ,1mlll<:'uiutely va] Id. DIem
remained as stubborn as ever~ Hinh continued hiG intrigues.
There was no noticeable improvement of local French support.
The crash program, as a result, made little headway.. The
political 'stalemate continued, the Diem government grew'
weaker, and communist influence spread through the countryside.

[

French Policy
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Aggravating tli"e stalemate- in Vietnam was the contradictory French policy toward Indochina. In formulating a
policy, the Mendes-France government was apparently torn by
factions striving toward conflicting objectives. Some
members of the government wished to join with the' United
States in halting the spread of communism in Indochina and
the rest of Southeast Asia. Others thought coexistence with
the Viet Minh offered the only chance to protect French
commerce, bUSiness, industry, and cultural institutions in
North Vietnam. Still others were interested only in preserving the paramount position of France, and in blocking
the growing influence of the United States, in South Vietnam.
The French, howeVer, had two strong incentives for adapting
their policy to US ideas. They needed US financial support
of the FEe, and they wished to avoid friction in FrancoAmerican relations. France therefore subscribed, at the
_
Washington Conference, to a four-point p~ogram to be undertaken in concert with the United States. First, France would
"support the independence" ,of the Associated states. Second,
within the limitations imposed by Geneva, France would "oppose
the extension of /Viet Minh7 influence or control" in
Indochina. Third~ France would undertake, in cooperation
with the United States, programs of economic and military
assistance to strengthen the Associated States. Finally,
France would support Prime Minister Diem in establishing a
a strong anticommunist regime in South Vietnam.3 4 These
principles were later reaffirmed in conversations held

33.

[I -

Ibid.

34. \S) Dept of State, ELaC Memo 16, "Minute of Understanding,' 4 Oct 54, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) BP pt 14.
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between President Eisenhower and Premier
in November'.

Mendes-~~ance

France 'consistently professed ita adherence to the
policy adopted at the Washington Conference. Nonetheless,
the behavior o~ French o~ficials frequently cast doubt on the
resolution with which the Mendes-France government intended
to execute this policy. This'behavior was nowhere more
evident to the Vnited states than in France's accommodative
attitude toward the new Viet Minh regime.
French policy toward the Viet Minh can be explained
partly by a widespread belle~ in France that the Viet Minh
would inevitably win._ all_.of Vietnam despite French and US
efforts, and that the French economic and cultural investment
in Tonkin.m~~ht not.be lost if France appro~ched the Viet Mirih
in a conciliatory fashion. Moreover, as Ambassador Dillon
reported in November, Premier Mendes-France had found in
Vietnam a ~r si tuation ideally designed to test /the7. basis of
his fundamental political philosophy" of "peaceful coexist- .
ence," and his .government had become increasingly "disposed
to explore and consider a policy looking toward an eventual
peaceful North-South rapprochement" on terms favorable ,to the
Viet Minh.35
As a result of this thinking, the French insisted upon
what some US diplomats thought an overly strict interpretation
of the Vietnam Agreement. There was strong sentiment in the
Department of State ~or avoiding at all costs the projected
1956 elections in Vietnam. This purpose could be accomplished
without great difficulty since the armistice provisions governing elections were extremely vague. In addition, South
Vietnam had not been a party to the Geneva Agreements and was
therefore not pledged to conduct elections. The French, however, were unalterably opposed to any policy that might be
construed, even remotely, as a violation of Geneva. The
. French would a~cept the results of general elections, thought
Ambassador Dillon, "however academic that exercise may
.
eventually prove to be." Premier Mendes-France had declared
publicly that France intended to demand elections and abide
by the results, and Minister La Chambre had stated that, if
Ho Chi Minh won by a majority .of a §in,gle vote, France would
permit him to have all of Vietnam.3 b ·

35. (s) Msg, 'Paris 2080 to state, 15 Nov 54.
36. Ibid. (S) Msg, Saigon 1611 to State,' 27 Oct 54.
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The influence of the proponents of coexistence was
apparent, for example, in the dispatch to Hanoi of Jean
:3ainteny).., who had negotiated the March 1946 accords with
the DRV.~7 M. Sainteny was charged with working out agreements with the Viet Minh for protection of French interests
in Tonkin. Although his terms of reference contemplated
pur~ly consular activities, Sainteny's mission could not
help but have political overtones, especially in view of his
past a~tivities in behalf of rapprochement with the Viet
Minh.3(j
:
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The Sainteny Mission greatly disturbed General Ely. He
confided to Ambassador Heath his fear that Sainteny would
soon tire of-a dull consula~-role and begin to promote
political friendship and cooperation with Nprth Vietnam.
General Ely declared that he would have been much happier
had Paris sent a "stupid type of consular o:rficer" rather
than a man of Sa1nteny's "active stripe." Seriously concerned over the evident duplicity of French policy, he flew
to France to learn just what Paris intended to do. There
he informed Premier Mendes-France that he was not disposed
to retain his assignment if French policy, as reflected by
the Sainteny Mission, was to playa "double game" in North
and South Vietnam with the intention of eventually backing
the side that came out on top. The Premier gave General Ely
unqualified assurance that the policy of the French Government was to give maximum support to anticommunist elements
in South Vietnam and to do everything possible to contribute
to the success of these elements in the 1956 elections.
Placated, the General returned to Saigon, but there was no
perceptible change in French policy.39

r
[
r:

I
37. See (TS-GP 1) JCS Hist Div, History of the Indochina Incident, 1940-1954, pp. 102-103.
38. (TS) Msg~ Paris 646 to state, 15 Aug 54~ (S) Msg,
Saigon 494 to state, 8 Aug 54.
39. (c) Msg, Saigon 795 to state, 29 Aug 54~ ($) Msgs,
Saigon 507 to State, 10 Aug 54; 721, 24 Aug 54. (TS) Msg,
Paris 646 to state, 15 Aug 54. Amb. Dillon reported on 20
October a conversation -with Jacques Raphael-Leygues, French
Union Counsellor and reputedly a member of the Mendes-France
Ifbrain-trust" on Indochinese affairs. Sainteny, said
Raphael-Leygues, had convinced the government that South
Vietnam was doomed and ~hat the "only possible mea.ns of
salvaging anything was to play Viet Minh game and woo Viet
Ie p
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M. Sain teny 's e~~orts to sa~eguard.French
mic
inte rests led, in Dece mber , to an agree ment withecono
Ho
perm ittin g Fren ch ente rpris e to carry 0n with out discChi Minh
natio n. On the sur~ace the agree ment appe ared to be rimi impo rtant conc essio n, but Fren ch busin essm en in Indo an
were not opti mist ic. They poin ted 'out that , altho ughchina
guar antee d .freed om of oper ation wfth outd iscri mina tionHo had
had insis ted that Fren ch ente rpris es be regu lated by , he
Viet
Minh legi slati on. The comm unist s could thus do as they
pleas ed with Fren ch busi ness mere ly by 'pass ing appr
opria te
legislation~
Ho had gran ted the righ t to sell .free ly in the'
Tonk inese mark et.an d to tran sfer prof its to the franc
zone .
But the Viet Minh pias ter had no valu e outs ide the comm
unist
orbi t, and no purp ose woul d be serve d by tran sfer .
Most
Fren ch "con cerns 'deci ded- that pote ntial prof its were
not wort h
the risk s, and they prep ared to withd raw from Nort
h
Sain teny none thele ss rema ined in Hano i as Fran ce s Vietn am.
deleg ate" to the Dem ocrat ic Repu blic of Vietn am. '0 Ifgen eral

4

Altho ugh at the Wash ingto n Conf erenc e
Fren ch had
pledg ed them selve s to supp ort the Diem govethe
rnme
the
prom ise had been given with obvi ous reluc tanc e. nt,Of~i
in Saigo n" r'ece i ving no auth ori tati ve lead ersh ip from cials
Pari s,
not only pers isted in thei r antag onism towa rd Diem ,
but
work ed more open ly to unde rmin e his regim e. Pari s
its effo rts to conv ince the Unit ed state s that Diem cont inue d
be repla ced by men such as Tam, Xuan,. or Vien . Diemough t to
recog nized by the Fren ch as a Fran coph obe, adde d to , alrea dy
host ility towa rd his gove rnme nt by inter .feri ng with Fren ch
Sain teny 's
pros pects for a settl emen t with Ho Chi Minh .4I
Minh away from Communist ties in hope of crea ting Tito
ist
Vietn am whic h woul d coop erate with Fran ce and migh t
even
adhe re to Fren ch Unio n." When the rift appe ared betw
and the Unite d State s over the gove rnme nt to be' supp een Franc E'
orted
in Saig on, the Fren ch defe rred to the Unit ed Stat es
in
to obta in fina ncia l supp ort of the FEC and to fix resp orde r
bilit y for even tual loss of Sout h Vietn am on the Unite onsi d
Stat es. Gene ral Ely, said Raph ael-L eygu es, was not
fully
lIau cour ant" with these facts and was "play
strai ght game
of hone stly coop erati ng with Unit ed St.at es."ing (C)
Msg, Pari s
1665 to Stat e, 29 Oct 54.
40. NY Time s, 11 De~ 54~ 3:7; 12 Dec 54,
. (C) Msgs ,
State 2413 to Saig on, 13 Dec 54; Pari s 2542 to 42:1
Stat e, 14 Dec
54.

41. (S) NIE 63-7 -54, 23 Nov 54, pp. 4" 7-8.
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Prince Buu Hoi, a member of Bao Dai's court, had in
past years been friendly to the Viet Minh cause, and he
quickly became the outstanding contender for Diem's job.
By November, Buu Hoi had enlisted an impressive array of
supporters, and Ambassador Dillon reported that Premier
Mendes-France and Minister La Chambre were inclined to favor
the Prince as an eventual alternate to Diem. Alarmed at the
propo~tions the Buu Hoi campaign was assuming, Secretary of
State Dulles instructed Ambassador Dillon to inform the
French Government that "So far as Buu Hoi is concerned we
can state that if he or a person of his political ideologies"
were to:replace Diem as Prime Minister "a basic re-examination
of .our present policy with respect to Viet-Nam would be
entailed." This declaratidn was received "without grace" in
the French Forei~ Office, and French'officials continued to
champion Buu HOi. 42
The conflicting currents of French policy put the United
States at a disadvantage in dealing' with France vis-a-vis
Indochina. France repeatedly insisted that its policy was to
oppose the extension of communism in Vietnam, but much
evidence suggested that the Mendes-France government was
reconciled to an all-communist Vietnam. France also insisted
that 'it was fully supporting Diem, but officials in Saigon
consistently gave support to his political ~nemies, while
diplomats in Paris advanced a galaxy of unacceptable candidates for the consideration of the United States.
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The Question of Independence
Intricately involved in the French turmoil over Indochina policy was the question of the independence of the
Associated States. Prior to the Washington Conference, the
United States, to the annoyance of the French, had made
clear its interest in seeing France accord full independence
to the three States, as promised at Geneva. France believed,
said Ambassador Dillon, that the United States had an "almost
psychotic attachment to 'independence' without giving sufficient thought and attention to the practical problems and
risks involved." This belief did not, however, deter Ambassador Dillon from pointing out that the United States would

L

42. (S) Msgs, Paris 1883 to state, 3 Nov 54; state 1737
to Paris, 10 Nov 54; Paris 2018 to State, 11 Nov 54.
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be more inclined to consider· generous aid programs in Indochina if France attacked the'problem of independence.immediately andvigorously.43 . Spec1rically, France should satisfy
the nationalistic aspirations of the Vietnamese. Laos and
Cambodia presented no ~articuiar difficulty. Both had
recently been granted independence, and although France had
maintained c.onsiderable influence in. Laotian· aff'airs, the
Cambodian government believed itself· to be truly independent,
and acted accordingly.
The policy of the Mendes-France government toward South '.:'
Vietnam was~ as Minister La Chambre expressed it, to grant
total independence "without retaining anything in the back
of /the7 bureau drawer .. n But this policy did not imply
relaxa't1on of the average Frenchman I s resolute att'achment to
the concept of the French Union. He believed that full
sovereignty and membership in the Union we.re entirely compatible, and he would sanction no policy that did not include
Vietnam in the French Union. The Union offered economic and
commercial advantages, the trappings of world power, and the
opportunity to advance French culture overseas. No French
Government dared defy public opinion by permitting severance·
of Union ties. Nevertheless, as the United states had pointed
out at Geneva, any relationship that failed to recognize the
right of South Vietnam to withdraw from the French Union was
not true independence. 44
An entirely new formula for granting independence to
South' Vietnam wa:3 now developed by the 'Mende:J~France government, which planned to discard the treaty of independence
initialled by the Laniel government in June 1954. Minister
La Chambre, in explaining this suprise move, declared that
previous governments had followed a "terrible policy. I! They'
had negotiated basic treaties and then had attempted to hold
back the attributes of sovereignty by narrow interpretation
of technical accords. Moreover., because of the partition of
Vietnam, conclUSion of a formal treaty might give the
impression of creating a permanently divided country. The
treaty was therefore to be replaced' by a three-phase program.
First, all possible technical services would be turned over
to the Vietnamese immediately. Second, a four-power meeting

20
30

43. (s) Msgs, Paris 366 to State, 27 Jul 54; 715,
Aug 54.
44. (S) Msgs, Paris 366 to State, 27 Jul 54; 438,

Jul

54~

.

L.

l

~B £ EQiiJll, ...... __ .

49

· ............. _.-'._ ....

""-'-"-'.-~'-------.--------

__ _-

.. ----- .. -------- .. --.--... - ... -- ........ _....... ,.. ........ ..
,

--_.._------

L~
~'.

would examine matters of common interest. Finally~ any
~emaining French functions in Vietnam would be transferred
LS soon after the four-power conference as possible. 4 5
..
Pursuant to the ·first phase of this program, General
Ely transferred to Vietnam the d1r:?':~tion of the port of Saigon,
all local administrative and judicial functions, 'meteorological services, and civil av.iation. France retained, nonetheless, an influential role in South Vietnam's. military
affairs~ and the FEe remained, in the eyes of the local
population, a bar to genuine independence. Premier MendesFrance had promised to withdraw the FEC upon request. Accordingly, the Diem government in September asked Paris to evacuate the FEC by May 1956, in order that South Vietnam might
face national elections free of this symbol of French
colonialism. 46
-
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Delegates from France and from each of the Associated
States met in Paris on 26 August to reorganize the financial
and economic relationship of the four countries to accord
with the status of independence. The conferees decided to
liquidate the Bank of Indochina and institute separate banks
of issue and separate currencies. For the time being, however, each State would retain the piaster as the unit of
currency, with the same rate of exchange with the franc as
earlier. As the United States had urged, the delegates did'
not link the piaste~ to the Viet Minh currency. Furthermore,
Premier Diem assured the United States that no exchange
.
relationship would be established. The four-power customs
union was abolished, leaving France to negotiate bilateral
accords with each state for sEecial economic privileges as
a member of the French Union. 7
Although agreement on breaking up the quadripartite
organizations came quickly, the conference dragged on for
four months. Cambodians and Vietnamese, jealous of their
national rights, argued endlessly over navigation of the
Mekong River, preferential treatment for Cambodia in the port
of Saigon, and division of assets formerly held in common.

45. Ibid.

46. (c) Msg, Paris 849' to State, 28 Aug 54. NY Times,
17 Sep 54, p. 3; 28 Sep 54, p. 1.
47. NY Times, 27 Aug 54 ~ p. 5; 3 Sep 54, p. 5.;, 30 Dec 54,
p. 1. (s) Msgs, state 740 to Paris, 30' Aug 54; Saigon 580 to
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When the meeting finally adjourned in December, the three
States had' agreed ·to· fotind,'a tripartite control board t·o
supervise navigc.t .... on· 'on' ·the Mekong; and to negotiate
bilateral accords giving Cambodia and Laos sp~§ial facilities
in Saigon and ·tr~nsit rights through Vietnam.
The transfer of services and abolition of the four-power
organizations wiped out 'almost the last vestiges of French
c·olon1alism in Indochina. For 'all 'practical purposes the
Indochinese' states were now ·independent. In the native m1nd~
however, real independence was not possible while French
troops remained and while membership in the French Union was
complusory.
.
The Situation in North Vietnam
While' the situation in South Vietnam in the months
following the Geneva Conference grew more chaotic, the outlook in North Vietnam was quite the reverse. The Viet Minh,
moved immediately to assert and consolidate control there.
The tricolor was lowered over Hanoi on 9 October 1954, and·
the French garrison withdrew to Haiphong. Viet Minh troops
in Soviet trucks and jeeps entered the city, to be greeted'
by wildly cheering Vietnamese. In succeeding weeks the Viet
Minh followed·the pattern of discipline, orderliness, and
moderation that had characterized the early period of communist rule in China. The administrative system was not
materially changed, and most Vietnamese civil· servants
retained their posts in the municipal government. Corruption
in any form was attacked, and prostitution and other vice
that had flourished in Hanoi were abolished. Before long,
however, the marks of authoritarian rule became evident.
Propaganda posters cluttered the city, and the population was
mobilized into "discussion groups" that were required to
listen to lectures, learn slogans, and sing communist songs.
Also the Viet Minh, although they announced the abolition
of press censorship, took over the n~wspapers and printed
nothing but communist-line material. 4 9
>
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48. £U~ Msgs, Paris 1545 to state, 12 Oct 54, DA IN
654436; 1 6 , 21 Oct 54. (C) 'Msg, Paris 2360 to state,
4 Dec 54. NY Times, 20 Oct 54, p. 12; . 30 Dec 54, p. 1.
49. NY Times, 10 Oct 54, p. ~; 21 Oct 54, p. 11.
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United states Consul Thomas G. Corcoran and five assist,lnts remained in Hanoi after t~8 French withdrew. The Viet
Minh radio charged that this US presence constituted "a
violation of the diplomatic sovereignty of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam., II', a violation "completely contrary .to the
Geneva agreements. II A.lthough no att<:711pt was made to expel
Mr. Corcoran~ the communists applied increasing administrative
and logistical pressure designed to harass US consular
officials and disrupt, if not block, all consular activities. 50
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In the metropolitan display-case of Hanoi, the Viet Minh
made a great show of respecting the Vietnam Agreement. Outside the city they_we:r'e l_~ss m9derate and freely evaded the
armistice agreement wherever convenient. The most flagrant
violations were evident in the Viet Minh effort to prevent
refugees from migrating to the south. Road blocks were
erected, refugees physically intimidated, children snatched
from their parents, group' leaders arrested, and boat-loads
of emigrants bombarded with mortars and fired upon with automatic weapons. The Viet Minh insisted upon absurdly strict
interpretation of regulations and impossible administrative
restrictions. Refugees were forbidden to sell their property.
Those who were turned back or failed to find transportation
were prohibited from reoccupying their land. Untold numbers
of Tonkinese were thus deterred from fleeing the conununist
regime.5 1
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The Viet Minh respected the military provisions of the
armistice no more than those dealing with refugees. General
Vo Nguyen Giap continued to expand a:nd modernize his army.
Intelligence sources reported that, during the last six
months of 1954, the Viet Minh formed four new infantry
divisions and one heavy division, and added an organic
artillery battalion to each division. The same sources
reported the importation from China, in violation of the
Geneva Agreement~ of 150 artillery pieces, over 500 mortars,
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50. NY Times, 29 Oct 54, 5:3.

(TS) Memo, OCB, Working
Group on Indochlna to Chm, OCB,"Special status Report on
Indochina . . . , It 14 Dec 54~ .
51. (LOU) Msg, Saigon 2114 to State, 6 Dec 54, DA IN
103403.
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9,000 automatic weapons, 500 recoilless rifles),. 400 milftary
vehicles, and large'quantities of ammunition.5c
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Truce violations by the Viet Minh were not confined to
Tonkin. In South Vietnam the politico-military cadres left
by the departing Viet Minh armies began preparing, clandestinely; for the 1956 elections. In Cambodia the government suspected that not all Viet Minh' soldiers had been withdrawn and knew that the Khmer Resi'stance Forces had not been
disbanded. In ~os, Pathet Lao troops remained in control of
the two provinces bordering Tonkin, and refused to recognize
the hegemony of- -the'- Royal- Laotian Government. 53
The International Control Commissions (ICCs) in Laos,
Cambodia, and Vietnam were almost powerless to enforce the
armistice regulations. The Indian, Canadian, and Polish
members of the teams rarely agreed on any issue. The
Canadians sought to discharge their duties in an objective
and unbiased fashion, but the Indians took a neutral stance,'
perferring negotiation rather than voting with either side.
Both the Indians and the Canadians, however, felt that all
chances of cooperation would be destroyed if they permitted
either side to use the findings of the Commissions for propaganda purposes -. The Poles, on the other hand, were not so
scrupulous. To the disillusionment of the Indians, the Poles
proved obstructive, biased, and unreasonable; they directed
their energies less to the business of the Commissions than
to gathering propaganda material for the Viet Minh.5 4
Attempts of the Commission assigned to Vietnam to investigate violations in Tonkin were consistently thwarted by the
Viet Minh. Investigators were harassed with onerous administrative requirements as well as with restrictions on travel.
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52. (S) Intelligence Advisory Corr~ittee, IAC-D-93/2,
IIVietminh Violations of the Geneva Agreements Through
.
31 December' 1954·."· (Her.eafter' cited as lAC, Vietminn Violations.)
(S) ivTsg, CHMAAG Indochina MG. 3267 A, 1 Oct '54, CCS 092 ASlu
.(6-25-48) sec 84.
(S)' Msg, Saigon 383 to
53. (S) lAC, Vietminh Violations.
state, 30 Jul 54, DA IN 75514.
54. (S Msg, Saigon 2070 to State, 3 Dec 54, DA IN
103027. (S lAC, Vietminh Violations.
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They had to give advance notice before arriving in a given
area, thus permitting the Viet Minh ample time to set the
stage and terrorize prospective witnesses. By c'ontrast,
r~presentatives of the Commission operated with complete
freedom in South Vietnam. Nevertheless, in at least five
incidents investigated during the last few months of 1954
the Commission unanimously placed the blame on South Vietnam.
An Indian official confided to an Embassy officer that the
VNA was "inexperienced and trigger-happy," and that in some
cases Vietnamese officers had ordered crowds of their own
people dispersed with hand grenades. The Indian admitted
that Viet Minh agents were probably-agitating the populace,
but_evidence could rarely be obtained to confirm the
suspicion.55 --- ---Interference with the ICC was but one manifestation of
the ruthless and efficient control the V1.et Minh were rapidly
extending over Tonkin. Contrasted with the Saigon government,
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam was, as one correspondent
expressed it, "indisputably strong, confident, and unified."
By the end of 1954, the Viet Minh were well advanced in converting Tonkin into a genuine totalitarian communist state,
with every phase of national and private life rigidly eontrolled by the Hanoi government. Only the Haiphong enclave
remained in French hands, and the Viet Minh were poised to
obliterate this last remnant of the old order when the evacuation period expired in May 1955.
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CHAPTER III
THE COLLINS MISSION
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By November 1954, South Vietnam had been in the grip
of political anarchy for over three months. No end
seemed in sight., and. French and US officials in Saigon
saw little hope of preventing Annam and .Cochin-China from
going the way-of- Tonkirr~ In Washington, President
Eisenhower was becoming increasingly concerned. He concluded that the deteriorating situation in South Vietnam
called for extraordinary measures. To attempt the task of
restoring order and hope in the future of the beleaguered
nation, the President dispatched General J. Lawton Collins~
USA, then serving as the US member on the Military
Committee of NATO, on a special mission to Saigon. General
Collins was designated Special United States Representative in Vietnam with the personal rank of Ambassador, and
given broad authority to direct, utilize, and control all
agencies and resources of the United States in South
Vietnam.
On the eve of General Collins' departure, the
President outlined the mission to. be accomplished, as
follows:
The immedia te and urgent requirement. . . .
is to assist in stabilizing and strengthening
the legal government of Viet-Nam under the premiership of Ngo Dinh Diem. Accordingly, the principal
task of your mission is to coordinate and direct
a program in support of that government to enable
it to: (a) promote internal security and political
and economic stability, (b) establish and maintain
control throughout the territory, and (c) effectively counteract Viet Minh infiltration and paramilitary activities south of the. military demarcation line. As an initial framework for a concrete
program of action you should (a) use the joint

I
55

.;.:::' .
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instructions which the Departments of State and
Defense transmitted to the American Embassy in
Saigon on October 22 and (b) take into cons1~era
tion the latter~s reply of October 27, 1954.
When the President's action was communicated to
General Ely, whose cooperation was essential to the
success of the Collins' mission, the response was not
encouraging. Although expressing warm friendship and
high esteem for General Collins, General Ely declared
that such a mission would inevitably create an unfavorable
impression in bpth France and free Vietnam, for it would
be 'interpreted as evidence that the United States was
planning to take over Indochina. He even implied that
he might have to resign if the United States.insisted on
the assignment. 2 But General Ely did not resign, and on
11 November 1954 General Collins arrived in Saigon.
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The Seven-Point Program
General Collins found himself confronted with a
situation of discouraging complexity. For weeks Diem's
government had been virtually paralyzed by the defiance
of General Nguyen Van Hinh, who was supported by a large
portion of the army, by General Le Van Vien and the Binh
Xuyen, by ex-President Nguyen Van Xuan, and sub rosa, by
many French officials. The Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sects,
ha ving finally been persuaded to .join the government,
nevertheless pursued their own selfish goals with scant
regard for the national interest. In addition to
powerful political opposition, the Diem government was
burdened with the immense task of caring for the thousands
of refugees pouring in from North Vietnam. Only a fraction
of the refugees could be resettled in the rural areas, for
many provinces had fallen under control of Viet Minh
shadow governments, and others had become feudal domains
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1. (TS) Ltr, Pres to GEN Collins, 3 Nov 54, CCS 092
Asia (6-25-48) sec 88. See Ch. II, pp. 42-43 for the
joint State-Defense instructions and Ambassador Heath's
reply.
.
2. (TS) Msg, Saigon 1686 to State, 3 Nov 54.
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of the sects or, worse, objects of dispute between them~.
"From nearly every pOint of view," General Collins recalled
later, "'fre~' Vietnam appeared headed toward absorption
by the .Viet Minh,1t either "through a French-managed
accommodation with the Communists or throu~h the restoration of a scarcely veiled colonial system.
The latter,
added the General, II cou l q have been sustained against the
Viet Minh only by' the weight· of arms which, paradoxicall Y
the French had' made clear' they had no intention of USing. n3
Devising a comprehensive. and '9rderly approach to
this tangled situation was indeed a: formidable undertaking. General Collins, however, ·proposed tq General
Ely that they unite' their efforts to attain six specific
objectives designed to counteract the political, economic,
and military chaos of Vietnam. General'Elyagreed,and
at his r.equest a seventh, dealing with educational matters,
was added.
The first objective of this seven-point program was
the solution of the problem of·the Vietnamese armed
forces, especially the army. The VNA's support of General
Hinh had been largely responsible for prolonging the
political impasse, which in turn was delaying both
political and economic reforms. Until. it was molded into
an efficiently org~nized, tightly disciplined, welltrained force loyal to the legal' government, the VNA
could not extend the authority of the central government
to the provinces. And until the provinces'were brought
under the effective administrative control of Saigon,
the US objective of a stable, anticommunist Vietnam could
not be realized.
The second objective was that of' strengthening and
broadening the Diem government. The Premier was running
what was virtually a one-man operation, and General
Collins believed that the key· ministries should be filled
at once with capable and energetiC men. A complementary
goal was to set up' some sort of national assembly as sOOu
as possible. Except for municipal and provincial councils,'

3. (TS) Memo, Collins to SecState, "Report on Vietnam
to the National Security Council,tI 20 Jan 55, CCS 092 Asia
(6-25-48) (2) sec 3. (Hereafter cited as Collins Report
to NSC.)
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for which the last elections had been held in 1953, South
Vietnam had no representative institutions, and the Diem
government badly ne~ded a measure of identification with
democracy.
The closely allied pre': :.ems of land reform and refugees
occupied prominent position~ in the Collins-Ely program.
The task'was not only to care fo~ the immediate wants of
the emigrants from Tonkin, but also to devise a long-range
program that would win their political support, bring into
productivity the uncultivated land, and give South Vietnamese tenant farmers an investment in freedom by granting
them ownership of the land they tilled. Measures to
modernize the financial-and economic· structure of Vietnam,
to develop local talent in all fields, especially civil
service, and to improve education completed the seven-point
program.
Generals Collins and Ely formed specialized working
groups from their respective staffs to draw up detailed
programs in each of the seven categories. These working
groups would submit draft plans to the two Generals, who
would resolve differences and settle upon an agreed
Franco-American position. This position would then be
used as the basis for recommendations to Premier Diem and
for consultations with representatives, of the Vietnamese
government agencies responsible for putting the program
into effec,t. French and US information agencies were to
concentrate on giving Diem full credit for any progress
that might be made. 4

:
f
,

In subsequent weeks, a close and highly satisfactory
relationship developed between Generals Collins and Ely.
The distaste with which Ely had received the appointment
of General Collins was apparently overcome. Although
General Ely sincerely cooperated with General Collins in
carrying out most features of the seven-fold appro~ch,
the attitudes of the government in Paris and the French
community in Saigon limited his authority. Most Frenchmen seemed unable either to understand the new order that
had emerged in Vietnam or to face the necessity for surrendering additional French influence in Vietnamese affairs.

,

I.,

E

4. Ibid. (S) Msg, Saigon 2004 to State, 29 Nov 54,
DA IN 101696-3, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec 88.
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In the end,. therefore, it was General Collins who initiated
most of the concrete measures of. reform, and who provided the
impetus that carried them forwa.rd despite the many obstacles.

r'·

The Problem of G:reating an Effective VNA

r·

Even before General Collins went to Saigon, the United
states had realized that Vietnam desperately needed a strong,
well-trained army to 'cope with its formidable internal security
problem. The role of the United States in developing such an
army, however, became a subject of disagreement between the
Department of state and the Joint Chiefs 'of Staff.

F

I

The dispute was _ touched of.f by General 0' r::aniel, ChiefMAAG Indochina. 5 In the week followirJ,g the signing of the, ...
Geneva Agreements, General O'Daniel had urged that the United'
states undertake, without French interference, a priority program for training the VNA. Pointing out that the Vietnam
Agreement prohibited the enlargement of foreign contingents
in Vietnam after 11 August 1954, he recommended that MAAG
Indochina be immediately increased in order to carry out a
realistic training program. Seeing that final decision would
be delayed beyond 11 August, General O'Daniel took advantage
of the passage trhough Saigon of one hundred Air Force mechanics en route to Manila to expand his roster of authorized
personnel.6

r:·
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[

[

Ambassador Heath and his superiors in the State Department strongly concurred with General O'Daniel's recommendations,
but the Joint Chiefs of Staff did not. They had no wish to be
drawn into a situation where the United States would have
responsibility for a program that faced a good chance of failure
through factors beyond US control~ The Joint Chiefs of Staff
therefore defined four "preconditions" they considered should
be met before the united states assumed any training obligations in Vietnam or Cambodia. First, a strong and stable
civil government should be in control of the country. "It is
hopeless," warned the Joint Chiefs of Staff, "to expect a U.S.

'" [
I
(.

""'

5. As a concession to LTG Navarre's rank consciousness,
LTG O'r::aniel had taken a one-grade reduction in rank upon
assignment to MAAG in the spring of 1954. With GEN Navarre's
replacement by GEN Paul Ely, GEN O'Daniel's three-star ·rank
was restored in August 1954.
6. (TS) Msg, CHMAAG Indochina MG2062Z to DA, 27 Jul 54,
DA IN 74737, CCS 092 As-ia (6-25-48) sec 76. (TS) Msgs, Saigon
301 to State, 24 J~l- 54;. ~6~~ 29 Jul 54.
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military training mission to achieve success unless the nation
concerned is able effectively to perform those governmental
functions essential to the successful raisj'g and maintenance
of armed forces.t.I Second, each state should formally request
US financial support and training assistance. Third, the
French should grant full independence to the Associated states
and provide for a phased withdrawal of French troops, officers,
and advisers. Without this provision, reasoned the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, there would be lack of motivation and an unsound basis for the establishment of indigenous armed forces.
A~ a corollary of this stipulation, the United states from the·
beginning should deal directly with the native governments,
"completely independent of French participation or control."
Finally, the size ano. compos.i tJon of the forces should be
based on "local military requirements and the overall U.S.
interests. 'I Only when these conditions were fulfilled, they
believed, should the United states commit itself to training
and financing the native· forces.7
Secretary of State Dulles pointed out in reply that
Cambodia already had met the four conditions. Cambodia had
formally requested US assistance, it qualified as politically
stable, and it enjoyed complete sovereignty. The command of
the Royal Khmer Army had been handed over to the King, and with
the exception of a few French advisers attached to ·Cambodian
military forces, French troops had been removed from Cambodian
soil. Although Vietnam could not meet the JCS specifications,
Secretary Dulles believed that the United States should nevertheless undertake a training program~ Strengthening the army,
he reasoned, was in fact a prerequisite to political stability.
Conceding that the problem was the "familiar hen-and-egg argument," he nonetheless asserted that "one of the most efficient
means of enabling the Vietnamese Government to become strong
is to assist it in reorganizing the National Army and in training that Army." The FEC had not been withdrawn from Vietnam,
but "It would be militarily disastrous to demand the withdrawal of French forces . . . before the creation of a new National
Army." Secretary Dulles saw no reason why the United States
could not train the Vietnamese forces at the same time the
French were gradually phasing out their troops.8

7. (S) Memo, JCS to SecDef, .trU.S. As..sumption

Training
Responsibilities in Indochina," 4 Aug 54 (derived from JCS
1992/367), CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec 77. (s) Ltr, SecDef to
SecState, 12 Aug 54, same file, sec 80.
8. (S) Ltr, Secstate to SecDef, 18 Aug 54, App to Encl
to JCS 1992/388, 3 Sep 54, same file, sec 82.
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Meanwhile, however, the National Security Council had
decided that political factors outweighed the military considerations on which the Joint Chiefs of Staff had. based their
opinion. NSC 5429/1, adopted by the Council on 12 August and
approved by the rresident on the same day, stated that,
"working through:the French only insofar as necessary,1I the
United States would assist in the buildup of indigenous "military forces necessary for internal security." ' Succeeding
events were to prove this policy much more easily conceived
than executed.9
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With provision for assumption of training responsibilities
by the United States incorporated into Fair Eastern policy,
Secretary Dulles notified the French in August that the United
States intended to as-sign---a training mission to MAAG Saigon.
But the Joint Chiefs of Staff still believed that their four
conditions should be fulfilled before the United States
launched a training program. Reviewing the problem on 22
September, they concluded that these conditions had not yet
been met. They accordingly recommended that no commitment to
train the VNA be made during forthcoming talks with French
officials. 10
The State Department, on the other hand, reasoned that
the French, if presented with the JCS conditions, certainly
would not agree to exchange French for US influence in Vietnamese military affairs. The United States then would have
either to discard the conditions or withdraw its support for
Vietnam. The latter alternative was unacceptable because of
the extensive investment of US money and prestige in Indochina, and the obligations recently assumed under the Manila
Pact. ' The position of the United states, therefore, was to
make no commitments on training the VNA, but to concentrate
on more immediate problems. 11

[
Iii

TOP SECRET

The training issue, in the following weeks, became
enmeshed in a dispute between the state Department and Joint
Chiefs of Staff over Vietnamese forces levels. The Joint

I

9. \TS) NSC 5429/1, 12 Aug 54, same file, sec 80.
10. (S) Msg, State 610 to Paris, 18 Aug 54. (TS) Memo,

I,

JCS to SeeDef, "U.S. Assumption of Training Responsibilities
in Indochina)' 22 Sep 54 (derived from JCS 1992/393), CCS 092
Asia (6-25-48) sec 83.
'
11. (S) State Dept. ELaC D2-4, "Development and Training
of Indigenous Forces in Indochina,!! 24 Sep 54, CCS 092 Asia
(6-25-48) BP pt 14.
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[1
Chiefs of Staff proposed a· VNA of 184,000 and a militia of
50,000, with a small air .force and navy. Since the forces
could be equipped with Mutual Defense Assistance Program
U1DAP) material already on hand, there would be no initial
expenditure, £~t the annual operating cost would total

$475,000,000.

.

Secretary of State Dulles objected to this plan. He
asserted that NSC 5429/2 envisaged maintenance in Indochina
only of those forces necessary for internal se~urity. In the
event of athreatto··security from external sources, the
Manila Pact. would become operative. With these facts in mind,
concluded the Secretary, the JCS manpower and cost estimates
appeared excessive. 1 3
The JCS, in turn, replied that US policy, as set forth
in NSC 162/2, the Basic National Security Policy, relied on
ground defense in the Far East by indigenous troops. If every
nation developed only those forces requ·ired for internal
security, no forces would be available to go to the defense
of another country. The mission of the VNA, therefore, should
be not only to police Vietnam, but also II'to deter Viet Minh
aggreSSion by a limited defense of the Geneva armistice
demarcation line." On this note, the question of size and
composition of Vietnamese forces was deferred for a month.
But Secretary Dulles' persistence had at the same time brought
the Joint Chiefs of Staff to reconsider their opposition to a
training program in Vietnam. Although they still believed
that, from a military viewpoint, the United States should net
participate in the training of Vietnamese forces, they conceded
that, from a political viewpoint, the risk might be justified.
If so, the Joint Chiefs of Staff concluded, they "would agree
to the assignment of a training mission to MAAG Saigon with
safeguards against French interference with the U. S. training
effort."14
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12. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, "Retention and Development
of Forces in Indochina," 22 Sep 54. (deri veq. from JCS
1992/394), same file, sec 83.
13. (TS) Ltr, SecState to SecDef, 11 Oct 54, App to Encl
. '-..---- to JCS 1992/402, 15 Oct 54, same file, sec 84.
14. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, "Development and Training
of Indigenous Forces in Indochina," 19 Oct 54 (derived from
JCS 1992/404), same file, sec 85.
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This decision by the Joint ,Chiefs of Staff came at the
time when the Operations Coordinating Board (OCB)15 was
considerirlg what political, economic, and military measures
could be taken to resolve the crisis in Vietnam. The State
Department drafted a message outlining a crash program to be
carried out by all US agencies in Vietnam. Although the OCB
envisaged, as one of several measures, a limited and interim
training program, Admiral Arthur W. Radford, USN, Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, believed· the message, as drafted,
would set in motion the long-range program that General
OIDaniel had proposed. The ~oint Staff. therefore drew up
another message to subs:titute for the State Department's draft,
but before this version could be considered· by the Joint
Chiefs of Staf'f,-the National Security 'Council, on 22 October,
approved both the OCB plan and a draft joint State-Defense
message to Saigon. This cable was dispatched the same day,
and authorized Ambassador Heath and General O'paniel to
"collaborate in setting in motion a c~ash program designed to
bring about an improvement in the loyalty and the effectiveness of the Free Vietnamese forces.,lt The lthowtr was left to
the Ambassador and the Chief, MAAG.16
In the absence of final decision on a long-range program,
Ambassador Heath and General O'Daniel, with General Ely's
concurrence, decided to extend US military influence by·
placing aMAAG officer in the Defense Ministry, three in'VNA
headquarters, and one at each regional headquarters. But an
effective training program had to await detailed plarming·in,·
Washington, formal agreement with France, and reorganization·
of MAAG Saigon. 17
.
Upon General Collins' arrival in Vietnam, and even before
he and General Ely had reached final agreement on the sevenfold approach, the two generals took up the problem of the
15. The Operations Coordination Board was a major sub.sidiary organization of the National Security Council. It
functioned as the coordinating and integrating arm of the NSC
for all aspects of implementation of national security policy.
16. (TS) CM-117-54 to p/JS, 21 Oct 54, Encl to JCS
1992/406, 21 Oct.5 4 ; (TS) JCS 1992/407, 22 Oct 54; (TS) Msg,
State 1678 to Salgon and PariS, 22 Oct 54; (TS) Msg, Jt stateDefense (state 1679) to Sai~on and Paris 22 Oct'54· CCS· 092
Asia (6-25-48) sec 85.
(TS) NSC Rcd of Action 218th Mtg
.
"
22 Oct 54.
17. (8) Msg, Saigon 1609 to State, 27 Oct 54.
NY sECHEr-
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VNA. It was the opinion of General Collins that the army
represented the key to success in Vietnam, but in almost
every respect the VNA was unprepared to cope with the responsibilities and dangers posed by the political and military
situation in Vietnam."

\'

F'
1.:

In November 1954, the VNA, consisting of 170,000 regulars,
was badly organized and trained and possessed no units above
the regimental level. Still primarily an instrument of the
French High Command, it remained under French operationsl
control and was entirely dependent upon the French for logistical"support. Twenty percent of the infantry and: fifty percent of the support and technical units were at least partially staffed by French cadres. The French had failed to
develop qualified leaders in the VNA, and native officers,
even when given authority and responsibility, were inclined
to rely heavily on French advisers. Moreover, the Hinh
rebellion had disrupted the planning activities of the General
Staff and had fostered insubordination and irresponsibility
throughout the army.le
General Collins' plan of action for the VNA was designed
to remedy these defects. It provided, first, for reaching
agreement with France and South Vie~nam on force levels,
composition, and mission of indigenous forces. This done,
General O'Daniel would assume responsibility for organizing
and training Vietnamese forces. The Collins 'plan also called'
for French agreement to a program aimed at granting full
autonomy tb the Vietnamese military establishment by the
summer of 1955 and 'a determined effort to straighten "out the
tangled political loyalties of the army. After France and
South Vietnam had agreed to these principles, and the
reorganization and training ventures had been launched, the
army would be employed to pacify and rehabilitate the
country. 19
.
Before any degree of success could be assured, resolution
of the Hinh rebellion was essential. This feud had lasted
three months, and friction between Diem and Hinh had become
so acute that reconciliation was impOSSible. If the principle
of civil supremacy over the military were to be maintained,
Hinh had to be removed from Vietnam.

r
['
[t
~

[':
.I
~.

C
['

[:

, -, ~ ," - - - - ............- - r - = -.....

o

18. (3) NIE 63-7-54, 23 Nov 54.
19. (8) Msg, Sa:igon 2004 to state, 29 Nov 54, DA IN
101696-s, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec 88.
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Shortly after General Collins ·arrived in Saigon, Hinh's
defiance was effectively neutralized. Surprisingly, the
impulse for Hinh's removal came from Bao :cai. Early in
November, US diplomats in France surmised that Bao :cai, hoping
to insure the security of ~is position as Chief of State, had
decided to exhibit more respect for US policy in Vietnam. In
any event, he sent an emissary to Saigon with orders' for Bay
Vien and the Binh Xuyen to cooperate with the government, and
f·or General Hinh to report to him in Cannes immediately.
After· two weeks of indecision, during which he attempted to
secure a reprieve from this :;3ummons, 1-linh made a 'belligerent
farewell speech and on 19 November departed for France. Upon
his arrival, he sealed,his own fate by publicly expressing
defiance of Bao Dai's authority. Bao Dai summarily removed
Hinh from. his position-of Chief of Staff of the VNA and named
General Le .Van Ty to succeed him. At the same time Bao Bai'
designated General Nguyen Van BY to assume the duties of
Inspector General, recently given up by French' General Marcel
Alessandri. 20
Bao Dai's action removed one of the more serious irritants
from the Vie~namese political scene. The way was now cleared
for reconciliation between government and army. Diem issued
a public declaration affirming complete confidence in the
loyalty of the army, and thereafter the army did not pose a
serious threat to Vietnamese political stability.
But before it· could be considered an effective arm of the
government, the important questions of the size, organization,
and mission had to be settled. ' General· Collins therefore
.
moved quickly to secure endorsement by his superiors in Washington and accepta~ce by the French and Vietnamese of his
concept of the :Cuture of Vietnamese armed forces. Such
questions were not easily resolved, however, for the Departments
of State and Defense remained in fundamental disagreement on
the crucial issue of force levels that the United States should
support. General Collins was aware of this disagreement and
asked, on 11 November, that Washington take no action on
indigenous force levels until he had had an opportunity to make

I
20. (S) Msgs, Paris 1927 ·to State, 5 Nov 54; 2036, 12
Nov 54; 2211, 25 Nov 54; 2240, 28 Nov 54. (S) Msg, Saigon
1807 to state, 12 Nov 54.
(C) Msgs, Paris 2272 to State,
30 Nov 54; 2290, I Dec 54. (U) Msg, Paris 2193 to St'ate,
23 Nov 54.
I. '.:
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his own recommendations on the matter. The Department of
])efense agreed to this· on 13 November. 21

.--

~

[:

General Colliris' recommendations., which were received on

16 November, represented a compromise between the positions

of the Departments of state and Defense. Although he had
been charged with assisting the Vietnamese to develop a force
capable only of establishing and maintaining internal
security, General Collins considered that some divisional
combat elements should be included in the VNA. They were
necessary not only to assist the FEC to absorb the shock of
invasion if hostilities were renewed., but also, if called
upon, to reinforce the security troops in pacification activities. Moreover., to cut the army in- half without at the same
time providing forces organized for combat rather than merely
for security duty was certain to have a bad effect upon the
morale of both the VNA and the Vietnamese people.
Accordingly, General Collins recommended that the United
States support, in fiscal year 1956, a small, well-balanced
defense force totalling 83,685 military and 4,4·00 civilian
personnel--almost 100,000 less than the Joint Chiefs of Staff
had proposed in September. To establish and maintain internal
security., the VNA would include thirteen security regiments
and an airborne regimental combat team. It would also include
three field divisions to delay any communist invasion until
external assistance from the Manila powers arrived. With
support troops, this army would number 77,685 officers and
men, as well as 4,000 civ1lians.A small navy and air forge
would complete the Vietnamese military establishment. General
Collins estimated the total support cost., to be borne by the
United States, at $201.6 million for fiscal 1956. 22
The Joint Chiefs of Staff on 17 November approved the
recommendations of General Collins and, substituting his
figures for those drawn up by the Joint StrategiC Plans Committee, submitted the figures, and their views on the whole
problem, to the Secretary of Defense. In doing so, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff warned that these forces alone could not

21. (S) Msg, CHMAAG Indochina (Collins) 1795 to OSD~
11 Nov 54, DA IN 98060. (8) Msg, DEF 970965 to CHMAAG Indochina, 13 Nov 54.
22. (TS) Msg, Saigon 1830 to State, 15 Nov 54, DA·IN
99015, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec ~7.
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provide adequate insurance against external.aggression after
French forces were withdrawn •. With the Viet Minh increasing·
the size and effectiveness of its armies, anc. 1'!i th no forces
actually committed to mutua.~ defense by the Manila powers, an
organized military assault by the Viet Minh would encounter
no more than "limited initial resistance" from the VNA. The
Secretary of Defense concurred in the recommendations and
views of the Joint. Chiefs of Staff and provided them to the
Secretary of State on 26:November. 2 3
These observations brought into focus; another problem-the size of the French ExpeditionarY Corps •. The French were
already withdrawing elements of the Corps,. planning to cut it
to 100,000 by the· end of·.1955. At the Washington Conference
in ~.)eptemberJ they' 'had made clear that retention ~ven of this
number depended upon the flow of. dollars, estimating that $33 0 .
million would be required. The United States had promised an
answer by l' December.
United States policymakers~ however, had reservations
about continuing to support the FEC. A State'-JCS meeting
revealed that military and diplomatic leaders alike thought
it better that France pull its troops out of Vietnam altogether.
Overt aggression was not thought likely. The real threat was
civil war~ and the French had several times declared that they
would not intervene in such a conflict. Since an immediate
objective of US policy was to restore order in Vietnam and
bolster the Diem government, the ~EC hardly seemed wortq the
cost of its upkeep. Both General Collins and Ambassador Heath
disagreed with this contention; They believed that the United
States should help maintain the Corps, although not to the.
extent of $330 million. Complete withdrawal of French troops
in 1955, they reasoned, would create a vacuum that only the
Viet Minh could fill, for the VNA would be unable to cope with
communist irregular forces for some time to come. Moreover,
without French cooperation any US project in Vietnam was
doomed, and a US decision to cutoff support funds would
gravely jeopardize this cooperation~24
.

23. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, "Indochina," 17 Nov 54
(derived from JCS 1992/412), same file.
(TS) Ltr, ASD(ISA)
to SecState, 26 Nov 54,Encl to JCS .1992/421, 30 Oct 54, same
file, sec 88.
.
.
24. (S) Msg, Saigon 1761 to state, 8 Nov 54. (TS) Msg,
Saigon 1830 to state, 15 Nov 54, DA IN 99015, CCS 092 Asia
(6-25-48) sec 87.
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The views of General Collins and Ambassador Heath prevailed. The United states informed France it would contribute
$100 million to maintenance of the FEC during calendar 1955,
after which no further support was contemplated. ·The United
States also put Franc~ on notice that for 1954 it would
"continue to reimburse French 1954 budget year expenditures,"
but .proposed to "declare ineligible for reimbursement all
expenditures on material, equipment and supplies which cannot
or will not be delivered to Indochina by December 31, 1955.'"
The provision of US funds for support of the FEC and for
the reimbursement of French expenditures for material, equipment, and supplies was made contingent upon consultations
with (and presumably-approval of) Congress and "subject /fo7
Ely and Collins and /the7 two governments mutually agreeing
on what is to be done in Indochina. tt2 5
The sum of $100 million was well below the $330 million
the French had anticipated, and they made clear that the US
decision would entail a drastic reduction of French troops
serving in Indochina. Paris accordingly stepped up.withdrawal of the FEC, and predicted that by the end of 1955 only
40,000 French soldiers would remain in South Vietnam. The
Foreign Office emphasized that although this action was based
entirely on monetary conSiderations, there was also much
sentiment in France for transferring the FEC to North Africa.
This sentiment stemmed from the belief that in Vietnam French
troops were serving the interests of the free world; since
the free world would not pay its upkeep, the FEe should be
sent to North Africa where it w~gld better serve the interests
of. France and the French ·Union.
The Paris decision to accelerate reduction of the Expeditionary Corps forced General Ely to revise his strategic plans
for the defense of South Vietnam and to place more r~liance
on the Manila Pact as a deterrent. Also, he intimated to
General Collins that, because Washington chose not to support
French and Vietnamese force levels adequate for defense of
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25. (C) Msg, FAO Washington USFOT026,3. to Paris and
Saigon, 24 Nov 54, same file, sec 88.
26. (TS) Msg, Paris 2433 to State, 8 Dec 54. (S) DA,
ACofS, G-2 Intelligence Estimate of the "Defensive Capabilities of'Southeast Asia Pact Nations,1I 1 Mar 55, CCS 092
Asia (6-25-48) (2) BP pt 1.
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the country, the United states had automatically assummed
equal r~sponsibility with France for ~he security of Vietnam.
This proposition General Collins categorically rejected. 27
Although the Prench wished to commit the United States
to greater responsibility for South Vietnam, they consented
only with great reluctance to any significant change in the
VNA. This became clear' during the protracted discussions on
Vietnamese military problems. General Collins had drawn up
a draft minute of understanding to :be used as a basis for
negotiations with General Ely. The minute outlined the US
concept of size, composition, and mission of Vietnamese forces
and defined the basic principles on which a training program
had to be founded if success were to be achieved.
First and foremost, General Collins wanted assurances
that "full autonomy will have been granted by France to the
armed forces of the state of Vietnam by not later than 1 July
1955." Full autonomy, to General Collins, meant "actual command of all units of Vietnam armed forces by Vietnamese
personnel." In addition,
full responsibility for assisting the Government
of Vietnam in the organization and training of
its armed forces will be assumed by ·the United
states on 1 January 1955. Exercise of this. responsibility will be entrusted to the Chief of
the United States Military Assistance Advisory
Group .
The draft minute explained how this would work in practice.
General O'Daniel, acting under the broad authority of General
Ely in his capacity as the French Commande'r in Chief in IndoChina, would direct training activities. Reliance would be
initially placed on French advisory personnel, but with progressive introduction of US instructors, the French officers
would be gradually phased out. 28
General Ely's
He feared that the
to aggression, but
reduced force base

I
I

I

\':

I,

reaction to
Manila Pact
reluctantly
proposed by

the draft minute was mixed.
was not an effective deterrent
accepted the mission and
General Collins. General Ely

27. (TS) Msg, Saigon 2168 to State, 9 Dec 54, CCS 092
Asia (6-25-48) sec 89.
(S) Msg, Saigon 2025 to State,
30 Nov 54.
28. (S) Msg, Saigon 1854 to State, 16 Nov 54.
A
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also agreed to assumption by the United States of training
responsibility, gorng so far as to declare that the agreement
o~ Vietnam would not be an obstacle to augmentation of MAGG
beyoDd the 342 spaces authorized when the cease-fire took
effect. At the same time~ General Ely expressed his conviction that no French government could accept replacement of
Frenchmen by Americans in the training apparatus. In the
opinioil of General Collins, the opposing US and French views
on this question represented the basic difference in the
thinking of the two countries on the future role of France
in Vietnamese military affairs. Phase-out of French
instructors was one of the conditions that the Joint Chiefs.
of· Staff had insisted be met before the United States entered
the training field-. The United States, if it were to have
responsibility for development of an effective army, had to
be free to use US methods and doctrines. Moreover~ as General
Collins pointed out to General Ely, it was necessary to convince the Vietnamese that the French really intended to give
up their influence in the armed forces of Vietnam. 2 9
Premier Mendes-France was much less inclined than C~neral
Ely to accept the Collins blueprint. The Premier arrived in
Washington during the third week of November and quickly
expressed his disagreement with the draft minute. France, he
said, was willing to grant autonomy to the VNA~ but he doubted
that it could be accomplished by 1 July 1955. Also, increasing the size of MAAG for training purposes clearly violated
the Vietnam Agreement. But the portion of the Collins plan
that most aroused the opposition of the Premier was the provision for phase-out of French instructors. ·In his view it
would be difficult for the French people to accept; they would
not understand why France must relinquish its influence to the
United states while continuing to support a heavy burden in
Indochina. In addition~ the phase-out of French instructors
would be a severe blow to the morale of the French Expeditionary Corps. Although objecting to elimination of French
instructors, the Premier at the same time attempted strenuously to establish for the record that primary responsibility
for the policy of the free world in the Far East~ including
Indochina~ rested with the United States.
Neither Premier

29. Ibid. (TS) Msg~ Saigon 1830 to State, 15 Nov 54,
DA IN 99015, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec 87.
(C) Msg, Saigon
1920 to State, 21 Nov 54.
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Mendes-France nor Secretary Dulles would yield, ,and in the
end the matter was. referred 'to . Generals Collins and Ely for
compromise' ~nd agreement.3 0 "
Three weeks -,of negotiation in Saigon ,produced an agreed
minute that both 'Generals Collins and Ely signed on 13
December. During the discussions ~receding agreement,
General Collins had flatly a~serte,a that he could not
recommend US participation i~ training unless General b'D9.niel
possessed real authority" subject to the, 'overa,ll respons1-,
bili ty of General Ely, to' dir'ect training acti vi ties. As
approved by General Collins ,and General Ely the agreement
differed little from Gen~ral Collins' draft minute of understanding, though-,the wording was softened :to make the document less offensive to French' pride. Perhaps the most signifi,cant change was introduced by the French. Instead of providing
for phase-out of French instructors alone, the minute was
worded to provide for phase-out of both French and US
instructors as the efficiency of Vietnamese forces incr~ased.
The signed Minute of Understanding was immediately disp'atched
to Paris and Washington for final approval. 31
,
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Although the United States quickly approved the CollinsEly agreement, France embarked upon a campaign of delay. 'In
mid-December, a US-French review of Indochinese affairs was,
held in Paris. Secretary Dulles and Admiral Radford represented the United States and General 'Ely was also present.
During the course of discussion Premier Mendes-France informed
Secretary Dulles that the French Government would have to
study the Minute of Und"erstanding closely for possible conflicts with the Vietnam Agreement especially the question of
of strengthening the US MAAG. Both Secretary Dulles and
Admiral Radford assured the Premier that the United States
intended only to rotate personnel, not to assign additional
strength. Nevertheless, Mendes-France replied, a legal

30. (TS) Msg, state 2046 to Saigon, 19 Nov 54. (S) Msgs,
State 2070 to Saigon, 22 Nov 54; 2126, 26 Nov 54.
31. (TS) Msg, Saigon 2250 to State, 13 Dec 54. (S) Msg,
Saigon 2024 to State, 30 Nov 54. (c) Msg, Saigon 2261 to
state, 14 Dec 54, DA IN 105051, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec 89.
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question still remained. Even though the Agreement permitted
rotation, he feared that substitution of training for administ~ative personnel, or officers for enlisted men, was a
violation. The Viet Minh, he added, had already officially
protested to the International Control Commission.32

r
-[

When apprised of these remarks, General Collins cabled
the Se.cretary of state that, if France intended to hedge the
ag~eement with legal restrictions of this type, the United
States should not undertake a training venture. He added that
Premier Mendes-France had promised to accept any agreement
negotiated by General-Ely. The Premier's latest action, in
General Collins' opinion, raised the serious question of
whether Paris intended to' support the authority of its top
officials in Vietnam.33

c_

r:
[

While the United States applied increasing pressure on
France to honor General Ely's signature, the issue was debated
within the French Government. At length, the French informed
Washington that they had no quarrel with the substance of the
Minute of Understanding, but objected to its form. The Vietnamese Government, they said, should not be confronted with a
fait accompli, but rather with a series of recommendations
agreed to by France and the United States. With this in mind,
the French Embassy in Washington submitted a redraft Ef the
Minute to the Department of state on 7 January 1955. 3

[

r
-[

Th.1s action added to General Collins' mounting impatience.
It clearly indicated, he believed, that the French were
stalling. He had never intended to present the Vietnamese
with the Minute, and the French proposal actually would do just
that. Moreover, in redrafting the Minute, -the French had
eliminated all refernce to autonomy of Vietnamese armed forces,
and had omitted phrases spelling out General O'Daniel's
authori ty over French tra+ning personnel. II I will certainly
not agree to it unless specifically instructed by higher
authority," General Collins concluded. When General Ely

[

I
l
[

32. (TS~ Msg, Paris 2601 to State, 19 Dec 54.
33. (TS Msg, Saigon 2455 to state and-Manila, 25 Dec 54.
34. (TS Msgs, Paris 2270 to State, 31 Dec 54; 2870,
7 Jan 55. (TS) Msg, state 2766 to Saigon, 7 Jan 55.
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returned ,from the Paris meeting 3 General Collins declared to
him that the French seemed to be deliberately dragging their
feet. He emphasized that it was imperatjve that France
approve the original Minute of Understanding at once because,
using it as the pasis for discussion, he had already begun
negotiating with'Vietnamese Defense Minister Ho Thong Minh.
General ·Ely replied that there had evidently been a serious
misunderstanding. ~he French Government had approved the
original agreement, and he was perfectly willing that ~egotiatlons wlthMlnh should contlnue.35
I
.
Altho~gh the US Embassy in Paris reported that the French
Government, so far as could be ascertained, had not in;fact
approveci the Minute, ~neral Collins 'continued his tal~s with
Minh. Here he encountered a further obstacle 3 for the !Minister
of Defense strongly objected to the proposed force levels.'
'

\
I

L

I
[

-- L

Minh1s'arguments were telling. He contended that :the
army would be reduced to a size not much larger than the paramilitary forces of the Cao Dai3 Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen. This
would alter the power relationship in South Vietnam and
greatly enhance the political bargaining strength of the sects.
The problem would be aggravated by enlistment of discharged'
soldiers 'in the armies of the sects. Furthermore, rap~d
reduction of the armed forces from.217,OOO to 88,000 would
flood the country with unemployed veterans, thus producing
severe soc·ial, economic, and psychological effects, with consequent political complications. General· Coliins admitted
that ,this was a real problem but declared that the United
states simply could not afford the cost'of a large Vietnamese
military establishment. He did offer to modify the projected
reduction. Instead of alming for a force of 88,000 by 1 July
1955, the United States would agree to a goal of 100,000 by
31 December 1955, even though it would cost an extra $14.5
million. This Minh reluctantly accepted. An exchange of
letters between the Vietnamese Government and General Collins
on 19 and 20 January constituted formal agreement between the
United States and Vietnam for US financial support of Vietnamese

35. (s) Msgs, Paris 2797 to state, 3 Jan 55. (TS)
Msgs, Saigon 2660 to State, g'Jan 55; '2663,' 10 Jan 55,
DA IN 109948; CCS 092 A.sia (6-25-48)' (2) sec 1 ..
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Despite the success of these negotiations, the whole
question of the VNA was far from resolved for the United
States and France were still deadlocked over the Collins-Ely
Minute of Unde'rstanding. The United States refused to accept
the redraft submitted on 7 January and, according to an
official of the French Foreign Office, Premier Mendes-France,
for political reasons', simply could not accept responsibility
for formally approving the Minute General Ely had signed in
December. The impasse was finally broken by US initiative. In
a ,personal message to M. Mendes-France,! Secretary Dulles, with
the concurrence of General Collins, advanced a compromise
proposal. The Secretary of State suggested'that both the
Minute of Understanding and the French redraft be discarded, and
that'France dispatch two letters over General Ely1s signature.
The first would be sent to Diem guaranteeing complete autonomy
to Vietnamese forces by 1 July 1955, the second to General
Collins agreeing that both US and French training personnel
would be under the immediate direction of General OIDaniel,
acting under the overall authority of General Ely.37
With certain changes of wording, this solution proved
acceptable to France. The French, however, still wished to
present the 7 January redraft to the Diem government as joint
Franco-American recommendations. The French desired, they
said, an agreement that could be used in Parliament or made
public 'if the need arose. The Department of State found this
distinctly unpalatable, for the redraft, without the clari-:
fying letters, was unsatisfactory to the United States. But
General C.ollins was anxious to break the deadlock, and the
United states finally agreed to use the redraft if the French
promised to implement it in conjunction with the two letters
contemplated by Secretary Dulles. On 11 February, General
Ely carried out the compromise plan~ and the next day General
OIDaniel,assumed responsibility for organizing and training
the military forces of vietnam.3e
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36. (3) Msgs, Saigon 2~53 to State for DOD, 24 Dec 54,
DA IN 107298. (TS) Msg, Saigon 2676 to St.ate, 10 Jan 55. (8)
Msg, Saigon 2876 to state, 22 Jan 55, DA 'IN 113240.
37. (TS) Msg, Paris 3064 to state, 20 Jan 55. (TS) Msg,
state 2629 to Paris,,. 24 Jan 55.
38. (TS) Msg, Paris 3195 to state, 28 Jan 55. (TS) Msg,
State 2726 to Paris, 1 Feb 55. (C) Msg, Saigon 3343 to State,
11 Feb 55, DA IN 117991, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 4.
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Economic Problems
".

Altho\\gh military questions occupied
much 9f the ,I
.
energies of Generals Collins and Ely, they had by no mE1ans
neglected the other features of. the seven-point pro"grani. Two
closely related items of the program were the utilization of
the uncultivated lands and the absorption of the refugees,
most of whom still were housed in temporary rehabilitation·
camps, into the productive life ot the nation.
I
American and French agencies in Vietnam undertookJ
.
exhaustive studies involving far-reaching .changes in t e
pattern of land .tenure. and use. The immediate require Ient,
however, was a short-range, emergency program to meet ~he
more critical aspects' of the two problems. Generals C~llins
and Ely encouraged Diem to adopt an emergency plan of governmental requisiti'on of idle farm land for three years iI1! order
to resettle refugees from Tonkin, as well as displaced !southerners and discharged soldiers. Diem was also advised to
create a special agency within the Ministry of Agricult;ure."
both to administer the short-range program and to plan the
long-range program. 39
.· .
!i

Although Diem accepted these recommendations,. US e:conomic
experts found it an entirely different matter to develop agreed
procedures with subordinate Vietnamese officials. The ~nister
of Agriculture was a member of the Hoa Hao sect, which ;controlled large amounts of Vietnam l s rice-producing lands" and
the Hoa Hao feared the effect land reform would have od its
vested interests. AS.a result, the Americans made little
progress with officials of the Ministry of Agriculture. 40
Nevertheless, Diem on 10 February signed decrees puttiilg
into effect the emergency program proposed by the French and
United states officials. Two weeks earlier, on the Vietnamese
New Year, he had announced adoption of a long-range agrarian
reform program. 41 It remained to be seen how realistically
these measures would be executed when the Hoa Hao found its
feudal prerogatives actually being undermined.

39. (S)'Msg, Saigon 2075·to State, 4 Dec 54.
40. (TS) Msg, Saigon 2303 to State, 17 Dec 54, DA IN

105690.
41. (S) Msg, Saigon 2811 to State, 17 Jan 55; 3340, 11
(TS) Collins Report to NSC.
Feb 55.
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government, and he urged Diem to appoint Quat to the Defense
Ministry, "retaining the energetic and capable Ho Thong Minh
c"s Deputy Defense Minister. Diem readily consented and
offered the post to Quat. 4 5
strong oppostion' to Quat quickly developed within the
Diem government. The Premier's brothers, Ngo Dinh Luyen and
Ngo Dinh Nhu, brought their considerable influence to bear to
prevent the appointment. Both men, General Collins believed,
were determined to keep the armed forces out of the hands of
a strong personality who might prove a serious contender for
the premiership. The sect representatives in the Cabinet also
expres:sed their antipathy for Quat. Particularly vociferous
were Hoa Hao General·Tran. Van Soai and Cao Dai General Nguyen
Thanh Phuong, the latter strongly supported by the Cao Dai
Pope, Pham'Cong Tac. Both Soai and Phuong declared they would
resign rather than sit in the same cabinet with Quat. Diem
feared that if Quat were appointed the Hoa Hao would cut off
Saigonts rice supply and the Cao Dai would precipitate an
armed rebellion in the city. In addition, Acting Defense
Minister Minh, whom Premier Diem as well as Generals Collins
and O'Daniel wished to keep in the government, viewed the
proposed appointment as a threat to his own ambitions. Minh
declared that he would neither serve under Quat nor in any
other department except Defense. He was certain that, as
Acting Defense Minister, he had the' army well in hand and was
making PE9gress in healing the wounds left by the Hinh
episode. b
The pressures from these sources were stronger than Diem
could reSist, and he withdrew his offer to Quat. Early in
January, Diem elevated Minh to the rank of Defense Minister,
delegating hi~ full authority, and this solution proved
satisfactory.47 In succeeding weeks, not only did Minh perform ably but Diem refrained from meddling in the affairs of
the Ministry.

100745.
Lj·6 _ 'rs) Msgs, Saigon 2250 to State, 13 Dec 5)+; 2285
15 Dec 5~; 2303, 17 Dec 54, DA IN 105690 . .
47. (S) Msg, Saigon 2334 to state, 17 Dec 54.
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General Collins had less success in persuading Diem to
surrender the Interior Ministry, for no candidate could be
found·with the necessary qualities of honesty, patriotism,
and technical competence. General Ely proposed the old French
favorites, Tam and Vien, but Diem pointed out that Tam:was
the complete antithesis of everything the Diem government
stood for. Diem believed that Vien would also be an u~fortu
nate choice since, apart from his unsavory personal reputation,
h.is appointment would be politically dangerous. The Birth
Xuyen already controlled the Saigon police, and to extend its \
police puwerf; to the entire country by giving Vien the lrnterior
Ministry would immeasurably enhance the Binh Xyyen1s aqility
to challenge the supremacy of the government.4~
I
Moreover',--' Dlem'-himse-lf did not wish to relinquish !direct
control of the Interior Ministry. Diem believed that ne alone
had adequate knowledge of both central and southern Vietnam;
and he was convinced that he should have at least one major
operating department under his personal control. 4 9 Therefore
the Ministry of the Interior remained under Diem's personal
direction.
!
General Collins conside'red the unsuccessful outcome of
this effort a major setback. But this failure was offset
somewhat, by an encouraging advance in the plan to reinforce
the executive arm of the government with a legislative 'arm.
By February, prospects were bright for incorporating a ,national
assembly, albeit a primitive one by US standards, into the
Vietnamese governmental structure.
A Provisional National Assembly

1

I'
l,:

General Collins was convinced that a provisional national
assembly of some sort ought to be constituted as quickly as
possible. An assembly was necessary not only to give the Diem
government a measure of democratic backing, but to provide a
training ground for future political leaders. Accordingly,
this item had been given a prominent place on the seven-point
agenda drawn up by Generals Collins and Ely. But finding the
exact formula to govern the composition and functions of the
assembly was not an easy task. It was contemplated that the,

48. (S) Msgs, Saigon 1906 to State, 20 Nov 54; 2285,
15 Dec 54; 2234, 17 Dec 54.
49. (S) Msg, Saigon 1906 to State, 20 Nov 54.
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ij'lterlm body would serve until security conditions permitted
.~cnu:lne national elections for a' constituent assembly.
It
\".f:~f) itIipol'tant th.at the provisional assembly be as representa:.:.lve as pU~H)lble without' opening a PQndora's box of irresponsiblE.' dlscu:"I;~ion by politically inexperienced deputies. The
0.0(lembly alGo hLl.u to have enough power to Justify Its C'xi;;tence,
but not enough to cause complications for the struggling
gover~rnent of Premier Diem.
While the staffs of Generals Collins and Ely were drawing up plans for such an assembly, the Vietnamese themselves
had not been idle. The Minister of Reform on 25 November had
presented the Cabinet with a draft decree outlining a proposed
assembly.- In suceeedlng-weeks, this draft underwent four
revisions as attempts were made to resolve the differences
between the Vietnamese concept and that of the US and French
staffs.

-[

[~

E.

The' first conflict of oplnlon arose over the representative character of the assembly. Both Generals Collins and
Ely believed that, if the assembly were to provide an element
of democracy for the Diem government and a forum for the
development of political talent, its elective character was
more important than extensive powers. But the original
Vietnamese concept had provided only that deputies from the
north, south, and center of South Vietnam be nominated by
Diem and approved by Bao Dai. This provision was subsequently
changed to provide that 91 assemblymen be chosen by Diem after
consultation with the municipal and provincial councilors, and
130 after consultation with the sects and other special
interest groups. The Vietnamese plan still did not give the
assembly a very solid popular foundation. But in the end
Diem conceded more than had been expected. He agreed to an
assembly chosen by municipal and village councilors, who had
been elected to their offices in 1953. General Collins
believed this plan to be as democratic as conditions in South
Vietnam permitted at the time. 50

[

A second area of disagreement concerned the nature of
powers and prerogatives of the assembly. In General Collins'

l
r

50. (S) Msgs, Saigon 2022 to State, 30 Nov 54; 2259,
14 Dec 54; 2583, 5 Jan 55. (C) Msg, Saigon 3451 to State,
17 Feb 55.
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opinion, the pow~r.s of. the assembly had to be strictly limited
and carefully .d~fined. The V+etnamese, he reasoned, were
still politically immature and had no. (lPIDocratic traditions .
To give the assembly important 'powers, or vaguely defined
powers, would invite even greater political chaos than already
eXisted.5]
".
Diem wi:3hed to delegate to the assembly greater con3tituent power'than General Collins thought prudent. The Premier
intended the assembly to draft, within three months, a pro~
visional charter delineating· the establishment of governmental
institutions until such time as an elected constituent
assembly drew up a permanent consti tu·tion. Geperal Collins
argued that this would involve defining the pO:sition of Baa. Ia.i
in the --governmental hie-rarchy, and with 9- conflict between
Diem and the sects apparently in the offing, this was decidedly
not the time to antagonize the Chief of state. Although Diem
seemed inclined to challege Bao Dai regardless of consequences,
he finally accepted the advice of General Collins. As a
result, restrictions denying the assembly all constituent
powers were carefully written into the decree.5 2
In contrast to the position he had taken on constituent
powers, Diem insisted on narrowly limiting the powers and
functions of the assembly. The US officials concerned believed
that such circumscription would unavoidably lead to th~ charge
that the assembly was a meaningless institution withou~
influence. The focal point of this issue was the assemblyts
right. of interpellation. The original draft decree haq pro-.
vided for interpellation in all matters of foreign and i
domestic policy. This was modified in the second draft to
prohibit debate or vote following the governmentts rep~y to
interpellation. Finally, the right to a§k questions was substiuted for the right of interpellation.~3 Clearly, Diem did
not want to create an assembly that might turn on him.
Despite General Collins' arguments, Diem would not give in.
Although the final revision of the decree did provide flor
interpellation, it still forbade discussion or vote on :the

I
I,
I.

51. ~s~ Msg, Saigon 2259 to State, 14 Dec 54.
52. S Msg, Saigon 2583'to State, 5 Jan 55.
(C) Msg,
Saigon 3451 to State, 17 Feb 55.
53. (s) Msgs, Saigon 2022 to State, 30 Nov 54; 2259,
14 Dec 54; 2583, 4 Jan 55.
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answer of the government. In addition to this limited privilege the decree permitted the assembly to discuss matters
~eferred to it by the Prewier and approve and supervise
e~ecution of the budget.5 1
Although the fifth draft still contained many defects,
both Generals Collins and Ely felt it the best they were
likely to get, and the Cabinet approved this version early in
February. The delicate question then arose over who was to
sign the decree, Diem or Bao Dai. This was satisfactorily
resolved when Bao Dai obligingly authorized Diem, "by.
delegation of powers," to sign it. The Diem government made
the. decree public on 16 February, and the Minister of Reform
optimistically announced·that the assembly might be convened
within six weeks. General Collins believed that, all in all,
a substantial step forward had been taken.55 Fortunately for
Diem, the step came at a time when the United states was
wavering in its resistance to French efforts to abandon him.
Along with other evidence of South Vietnam's progress, Diem's
approval of plans for a national assembly led the United states
to reaffirm its support of the Premier.
The Question of Diem's Replacement
The replacement of Diem was an issue that had clouded USFrench relations for some time. The French had acquiesced in
retention ,of Diem as Premier only because of US insistence,
but Diem's Francophobia, his galling personality, and his inability to stabilize the situation in South Vietnam were
sources of constant irritation to France. Nevertheless, at
Washington in mid-November, Premier Mendes-France reaffirmed
the Smith-La Chambre agreement of 29 September 1954, in which
the United States and France had pledged themselves to support
the Diem government. In doing so, however, M. Mendes-France said
that, before long, replacement of Diem would have to be
seriously studied. If he failed to put an energetic program
into execution within one or two months the United States and
France would have to consider jettisoning him.56 This

54. (C) Msg, Saigon 3451 to State, 17' Feb 55.

55. Ibid.
56. (S) Msgs, State 2055 to Saigon, .20 Nov 54; 2112,
24 Nov 54.
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was the signal for heavy French pressure on all fronts aimed
at weakening US determination to back Diem. In a US-French
review of policy toward Indochina a month later, and t~rcugh
the Foreign·Office in Paris and the Embassy in Washington, the
French made clear their conviction that the time had come for
a change.
Finding the United States would not accept the elevation
of Prince Buu Hoi to Diemrs place, the French brought up other
proposals. One alternative they favored was to have Bao Dai
designate a "Viceroytl with full authority to use the powers
of the Chief of State for the. purpose of unifying the disparatepol1tlcal forces. The; French suggested that TranVan
Huu, NguyenV~n Tam, gr perhaps Dr. Quat could perform this
mission.57 A second formula contemplated the immediate return
to South Vietnam of Bao Dai himself. The Chief of State would
form a government with Huu as Premier, Tam as Interior Minister,
and Quat as Defense Minister.. France had already received
assurances that Huu would accept such an ~ppointment and that'
Tam would consent to join his government.5~ Huu meanwhile was
in Saigon busily plotting to bring about such an eventuality.
He was reported to have summoned representatives of various
political groups to inquire what posts they would require in
the "Huu Government," and was even alleged to have offered
twenty million piasters to Hoa Hao dissident General Lam Than
59
Nguyen for his support.
.

.

The French were not alone in their adverse judgment of
Diem., Ambassador Heath had found his political and administrative capabilities distinctly limited. From the first
General Collins had been skeptical about Diem's capacity to
lead Vietnam through its crisiS, and on 13 December he
suggested that the Department of State consider three alternative plans that might be put into operation should Diem
fail to show improvement. None offered much promise. First,
Bao Dai could be urged to name Quat Premier. This admittedly
was a long shot, for Quat t s liabilities were many. B".lt with
full support of Bao Dai, General Collins believed, Quat might
have a chance. Second, Bao Dai himself could return under a
IIstate of emergency.1t Thif? would have to be accompanied by
convincing and dramatic evidence that Bao Dai had reformed,

57.
58.
59.

U
S
S

Msg, Paris 2601 to state, 19 Dec 54.
Msg, Paris 2987 to State, 14 Jan 55.
Msg, Saigon 2894 to State, 22 Jan 55 .
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and he would have to establisg a government of capable, honest,
~nd patriotic men.
Finally, if neither of these solutions
,:-rere thought advisable, the United states might withdraw from
Vietnam altogether. Although the third possibility was not at
all desirable, General Collins concluded, "in all honesty and
in view of what I have obse~8d to date it is possible this
may be !the7'only solution."

By 17 December, General Collins had become convinced
that Diem lacked the leadership to unify the country and
translate his fine words into concrete deeds. This conviction
was strengthened by the Premier's failure to appoint Quat: to
the'. Defense Ministry. General Collins therefore recommended
that the· United Stat·es J . while continuing to support Diem a
short while longer, urgently consider the return of Bao Dai.
He suggested that, if this was unacceptable to US policymakers,
the United States should re-evaluate its programs in South
Vietnam. In addition, he proposed that, if the situation
continued without substantial improvement, the United States
withhold support to the VNA and increase its support of the
FEC while evacuating its MDAP materiel. bl
The Department of State, however, was reluctant to countenance General Collins' proposals. Ambassador Heath, who was
in Washington, told Assistant Secretary of State Walter
Robertson that "General Collins' recommendations ignore the
basic factor that we would assist a Communist takeover by a
withholding of our aid, even if it must necessarily be given
to a government which is less than perfect. 1t Ambassador Heath
also pointed out to Assistant Secretary Robertson that the
Secretary of State had analyzed the situation in South Vietnam
as Ita time buying operation" in which the United States must
attempt to stave off the communi3t takeover while it
strengthened Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand. 62
. Moreover, consultations with Senator Mike Mansfield had
revealed that Congressional opinion would not accept such
action. In a recent conversation with Assistant Secretary
Robertson, Senator Mansfield had concluded that although the

TS)Msg, Saigon 2250 to State, 13 Dec 54.
TS) Msg, Saigon 2303 to 'State, 17 Dec 54.
U) Memo, Heath to Robertson, '1 Comments on Saigon
Telegram 2303," 17 Dec 54, Pentagon Papers, vol. 10,
pp.

824-825.
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p,rl',spects for helping Di,em strengthen South Vietnam were
'dIm" at best, the United States should, nevertheless,
"continue to exert its efforts and use its resources"--'ever:
at great cost--to _hold Vietnam since any other course would
have a disastrous effect on Cambodia, Laos, and the rest ct'
Southeast Asia. He believed that the United States should
continue to support Diem (regardless of his weaknesses as an
administrator and his inability to delegate responsibility),
should put pressure on Bao Dai to stop his long distance
"wire pulling, Ii and shogld prevent the Chief of state r s return
to Vietnam if possible. 3
On 19 December, Secretary Thllles discussed the problem
with Premier Mendes-France and General Ely in Paris. Although
admitting that Di-em-had been--a disappointment, Secretary
Dulles declared that the United States and France had to
exhaust all pressure on him before considering alternatives.
No~etheless, the Secretary of state agreed that Genera:2
Collins and Ely should studY,alternative plans and also the
time of Diem's replacement. o4 The French chose to interpret
Secretary Dulles! position as a US commitment to consider 2
cnange, with which Bao Dai would be associated, by 15 January
1955. The United states stoutly denied having committed
itself to a deadline or to any formula definitely involv~Dg
Bao Dai. The French just as stoutly insisted that t~is w~s
the tenor. of the conver'sations and that, in any case., GeY".. er2.l::::
Collins and Ely had a mandate tor§tudy alternatives and repcrt
to t~eir respective governments.o~
, l~~;c:: his ret"J.rn to vT2.s::ir,;,gton, Secretary Dulles reviewec.
fer Gc~eral Colli~s in Saigon and Ambassador Dillon in ?&ris
what he cons1de~ed tc be the basic factors of the Vietnam
problem and spelled out the guidelines for future uS actic~.
J:Al~;.Lough there o.re ;:~an~! complex and difficult fact.:Jrs corj:"\rcr:tine; j-:,'ree Vie-: -Xar.~J II :JulIes stated, "the~e is -:;.:;; res-sen tc
a <i:TLi t defeat.
D"oJ.rine; tl':e ~::-2St five months since Ge:-:ev2., t:ne
3itua~lon has not disintegra~ed.
The people are f~~daffie~ta::y
ant:3..-Ccmmunist . . . . In some ways developments Tlia.y be ·Dc-::·:,~:-·

I

I
I

03. (u) Me::1o of' Conversatio~, Senator X,ii-ce Iv'f2..Y'... ;;;z"ielc.,
Asst SecState Walter S. R.obertson, et al., "Viet::-J.ar:: ar.c. SC.l~'C~-_
east ~.sia, II 7 Dec 54, ibid., pp. 806-808.
G·~.
Msg, Paris 260: to State, 19 IJec 54.
65. (s ~sg, State 2872 ~o Saigon, 13 Jan 55.
Paris 3034 to State, 18 Jan 55.
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tilan we predicted." With respect to the future, Secretary
:JulIes stated that the Uni ted States must create SllC'fl a
situation that the VIet, Minh could take over only by in-cernal
,{,ialence J adding that investment· in V~f:tnam was jus'fified ~ ,
. even if only to buy time. Bao Dails return would not solve
the problem, Secretary Dulles told General Collins and, consequently, the United states had no choice but to continue
its aid to Vietnam and support Diem. He also stated that
revitalization of the ,VNA would give hope for an improved
security condition and that the United states should exploit
the land reform issue. 6 6

Even as the discussion of t~~se differences continued,
the United- States"was 'In'"the midst of a reappraisal of ::ts
position in South Vietnam. General Collins' fear that the
United states might soon be faced with the choice of supporting Bao Dai's return or withdrawing from South Vietnam al~c
gether had prompted another review within the US Government
of its Indochina policy.
Re-evaluation of US Policy
Review of US policy toward Vietnam began in the Depart~ent
of Defense early in January 1955. Secretary of Defense
Charles E. W±lson, surveying the latest developments in Vie-c!lc;,;L,
on 5 January advised the Joint Chiefs of Staf~ that a del~cate
and unstable situation prevailed in South:O:Vietnam,and tha't it
was necessary for the Department of Defense to be prepared for
any eventuality. Accordingly, he asked the Joint Chiefs of
Staff to examine, and submit their-'V~gWs on, possible courses
of action open to the United States. '(
The Joint Chiefs of Staff considered this question on
21 January, but declared that they were not in a position to
recommend the course of action the United States ought to
pursue in South Vietnam. Although national policy prescribed
making every effort to save South Vietnam, the degree to which
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ob. (u) Msg, State 2585 to Saigon, 24 Dec 54, Pentagon
Papers, vol. 10, pp. 853-855.
67. (TS) Memo, SecDef to JCS, "Reconsideration of U.S.
Military Programs in Southeast Asi9-," 5 Jan 55, Enel to
JCS 1992/431, same date, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 1.
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the United States -'iliiis prepared .tosupport· that.
money, materials, ahd,'acfdi'tiona'l: w.a:r .i.'~'Sks. haqilotbecome ,"
apparent to the Joint Chiefs- of :St~ff. They.·st·ated that.b.efore
they could recomm~n.d· c.ourses of·actlop. 'i~ Vietnam,. a firm ':j
decision on these matters"at the riat1bnal level was ·mandatory.

r'
[\

.;

r:

:: ~~:

L

E
E'
[.
.'

I

[
II

)') 'a I ),,)6'9) >N>I",hM'ffw,e

[

I.

L
I:~j

'..

:',:.

~

•

.'.

•

. ' .

•

.

.

.

:

. ' J .'

_!

'.

"i'"'

•

~...

I •

•

•

.:

.'

•.

_ I

._.

~

Al~hdUgh the' Joint Ch:ref~. 'of Staff declined. td recommend. ',::,
a favore-g ~~'6ur.se·" they. m~de 'clear the. impli~ations for' the '... ... ",/.-,
United :3t"iites; if the ··rest·.. of Vie'tham fell to the communists ."\:
Laos anc;l 'Camb;oQ.ia ·wq.uld ~·.p'robablY be lost. through subvers'ioi) : ...... ~; . :::.'.'
soon a.fte~ard: .. ' . A friendly government . could pe.rhaps· b.e·: m(:d-n:~:~.··. ..:
taineq in Th~iland, but' 'only' :through. a· gre'atly exparic;le·p.· US,;;':: .:.',. ,.: ..
aid p.rogram.' Clearly the.' fall .of· South·.·.V1'etnam wou..J.:q,.. Q.ea;gtiten~::· .. ,·
the c'han'ce' tha't US armeq·. ·fo,.rc·.es. would' be' r.equired·';'tQ,(.s.jlpp·o:rt,·:.: .. '
US policy in Southeast Asia'.b~
- ....
'.
..' '-'
,A 'week ~fter. the. JCS.dis~·usSi:on .of South Vietnam, Gene~~l
Collins', who:.-was on a visj.t· t'o' Washingt.on·'; gave the Nati.ona1:,·.;
Security "Council essentially the same' appraisal in' eVen' mo:re, ' :
positive terms~ The Gen¢'ral n9 longer thought· that the. Uniteo'
States should. consider -~omplete withdrawai' from Vietnam.' "In
view of" the, importance of V,i'etnam to all of' Sbutheast Asia'- tI "" •
he advi sed; 'the Courtc'il:.·
. '
...
3

.r am convinced that the United states should
expend the funds 3 material, and effort required

68. '(T'S ):',' 'Memo , :'~JCS :to 'Sec])~f'·, .i'Rec'onsideration of US
Military Program, Southeast ASia.,.'" '21 J~n 55 (derived from
JCS 1992/438), same file, sec 2"~ .' .'
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. The Joint Chiefs 'c'f "staff' sa~ four 'poss1bl~ ··co.urses 'b'f"':
action open to the :u:nited' Stc.ites ... : F1~st~ , the" 'Unit~d states., . .
with the cooperation·Of. F;r:'~nce' .~i1d· Vietnam', 'could·continu.e~··.aid
as currently being. qeveloped.;.·· . Secb~d..,_ 'the' 'United states -.C.'b·:t:l1u
institute, through 'an ~dv~·sory:.s·ys.t.elJl,· ·aUnil'ate.rai program:':'
of direct guidance to the""Vietnamese' Gbv-erfitnent'~making: a.s~:i~t
ance dependent ..upon ,Vie.tnamese -adherence to US direction'~:' :!'f
neither of tbese cou~s~s.of.action proved adequate. to in~ure
the via.bility- of .south· Vletnaf!l." ·self-s.ust.aip1rig USforc~s .mlgJ;l.t
be dePfoyed··to· Indochina~ :ei·ther 'unilateraltY .. or as P?rt o~. . ':a.~-~·. ~
Manil~' 'Pact force. " .. Finally,' .. the United states . c·ould.~.wi thQr'aw.· .... "
all s,upport 'from 'So'uth' V:i"etnarri''' and con~entrate on.' saving ,the'· ,::. ",
remainder' (jf Southeas tAs'ia .'" .
.
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to strengthen the count.ry and help .it retain
its independence. I cannot guarantee that
Vietnam will remain fre.e, . even with our aid.
But I know that without our aid Vietnam will
surely be lost to Communism. If the chances
of success are difficult to calculate, the
results of a withdrawal would hasten the rate
of Communist advances in the Far East'as a
whole and could result in the loss of Southeast Asia to Communism. In my opinion the
chance of success is not only worth the gamble;
we .cannog afford to let free Vietnam go by'
default. 9
.

..

::

; : ~ ~ ~":": : : : : :

General Collins was no longer as convinced in January as
he had been in December that Diem should ·be superseded. The
Premier had demonstrated in recent weeks that he was capable
of making some progress. Through Defense Minister Minh, Diem
had done much to patch up his feud with the army, and the way
was almost clear for inauguration of a US training program
for the VNA. Diem had begun an energetic campaign against
graft and corruption in political circles, and his closing of
the Binh Xuyen's palatial gambling establishment, the Grand
Monde, had been received ~ith approbation at home and' abroad.
He had made encouraging advances on land reform programs, and
the plans for a national assembly were approaching completion.
Evenmore'spectacular had been Diem's visits to the provincea,
where, .surprisingly, he had been enthusia~tiCally received as.
the champion' of Vietnamese independence.· r ' .
These successes, though modest, still offered hope that
Diem might be able to unify South Vietnam. Despite lingering
doubts concerning Diem's ability to build popular confidence
in his government, General Collins advised the National
Security Council that, everything considered, . "Diem t s
integrity, strong nationalism, tenaCity, and spiritual qual~
ties render him the best available Prime Minister to lead
Vietnam in its struggle against. Communism. 1111 .

.'
) Collins Report to NSC.
S) Msg, Saigon 2562 to State, 4 Jan 55. (c) Msgs,
Saigon 25 8 to State, 4 Jan 55; 2703, 11 Jan 55. (OUO) Msg,
Saigon 3039 to state, 30 Jan 55.
. 71. (TS) Collins Report to NSC.
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As a·result of General Collins r recommendations~ the
National Security Council endorsed a str6ng US policy in
Vietnam. The United States would continue to support tne
Diem government~ and continue to press France to carry out
the commitments made by La Chambre during the Washington
Conference. The Council approved in principle the programs
of military and economic aid drawn up to implement the recommendations of General Collins. Finally~ the Council decided
that~ at the forthcoming Bangkok Conference~ scheduled by the
SEATO members for the last week of February to work out a
formal treaty organizat1on~ the United States would seek
reaffirmation by the Manila powers of thelr:determination to
react under the treaty if hostilities were resumed in Indochina. Patent~y-, "the· United States'intended to remain in
South Vietnam.72
As General Collins flew back to Indochina, the US Charge
d'Affairs in Salgon~ Randolph Kidder, reported a noticeable
relaxation of tension on the Vietnamese political scene. There
was a T! quickening of almost reluctant optimism," he said~ "If.Jhich
had been commented upon by numerous foreign observers. Diem '. s
recent successes, together with the efforts of General Collins
and the constancy of US support~ thought Mr. Kidder, was
responsible for the atmosphere of greater hope.73

*III

r
I

Despite the optimism in Saigon, there was still much
reason for concern. Diem, encouraged by his newly-discovered
popularity in the provinces, had developed an exaggerated selfconf~dence and seemed anxious to take on all opponents at 8DCe.
The drive to wipe out corruption was uniting the Premier's
foes ~~d inspiri~g in them even greater determination to
elimi~ate him from the scene.
All at the same tiG0, Die~ h2t
inve s 'cigs:cions U:(J.Cel'l ili5.Y agair:..s t f'orLTler Pre s idents :~:CiI~l:J X-,,~CiL-,
BUD-, a.nc. Bul..-i. Lec) 2.~) v!ell as a :(~umber of less 9::,"or::i.::-.:.eD-~ ~JL:;.-0~~~·
f'igur"2s.
As )v~2. ={idder' :;:. . e:na:rked, !Ihornets I rlests seem -~o [-l.ave
"'n -1 y>·"--'r::.s"'..l.. s~~ .-. Ie ..:..a.
';-''''''sc-7...... "r'a· "'n rC'>U-L
"-""'" .LJ...L
n.!! em"
'i'he
,·.raY>
.- .,,;- -'. "n·:::.7
c..l
.1.
.....
v,.L
.......
corruption even had its effect on Bao Dai. CanneS "ceca"me 'C[le
headquarters of disgruntled Vietnamese politicians urg1ng the
Chief of State -'co ciismiss Diem. Buu Loc~ Buu Hoi, General
~_.l..C

v..l..l.J~

.1..

d.6c::t~l.

-.!!

V-L.V.

v

'72~
I TQ \
Memo Sec"~.&'.i. ~o Jr'lS at u.~ 1 • ,
~·e-.·~~-'l-:01'"11
Viet::-la;(~
1:-'
for the Natio!l2.l Secu:"'"'ity Council, II 3 Feb 55, Encl to JCS
~992/447J 7 Feb 55, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 4.
73. (S) Msg, Saigon 3253 to State, 7 Feb 55.
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and Phan Van Giao, who had left Saigon a jump ahead of
Diem's agents, were all in Cannes engaged in this activity.
~o Dai was reported to be resisting these blandishments, b'..l.t
his earlier sources of income were steadily diminishing.
Diem's closure of the' Grand Monde, from whose profits Bao pai
had reaped sizable returns, was an especially unpleasant blow
to the Chief of state. Although for the time being he was
faithfully adhering to the lines or us policy, Bao Dai's
future cooperation was by no means assured.7~

Hinh~

-I

Of still more significance for the future was the growing
hostility between the government and the Cao Dal, Hoa Hao, and
Binh Xuyen. French subsidies to the sects had progressively
diminished and were -c-ut' -off entir-ely early in February. 'rhe
National Army was unable to absorb all the sect troops and
still remain within the force levels prescribed by the United
States. All in all, the course of events seemed to b~
steadily closing in on the three sects, and their leaders were
growing more and more restless.
In the seemingly inevitable conflict with the sects, however, Diem could take confidence from the fact that~ once
again, the United states appeared to be solidly behind his
government.

II.

74. (C) Msg, Saigon 2895 to state, 22 Jan 55. (3) Msg,
Saigon 3102 to state, 1 Feb 55. (c) Msg, Paris 3092 to State,
21 Jan 55.
(S) Msg, Paris 3316 to state, 7 Feb 55.
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CHAPTER IV

THE CRISIS OF APRIL AND MAY 1955
By April 1955 the internal conflicts of South
Vietnam had become so serious that they had to be
resolved before the more important task of establishing
a solidly.anticommunist state could be continued. The:
most dangerous of these conflicts had developed between
Prime Mini s.t.e~ I>i~!Il ang. the sec t s ..
The Sect Problem
As early as January 1955 it had become evident to
US diplomats in Saigon that, sooner or later, either the
sects or Premier Diem would have to give way. The
three sects were strong and well organized. They were
determined to retain at all costs their privileged
position in Vietnamese life, and so powerful was their
grip on the country that they had a good chance of
succeeding. From key posts inthe'government, Cao Dai
and Hoa Hao ministers could sabotage the reform programs
drawn up by the French and Americans. The private
armies of the sects, built up by the French during the
war to fight the Viet Minh, were equipped with
artillery, mortars, and machine guns. In those prov.inces admin~stered by the' Cao Dai and Hoa Hao, their
control of the population was absolute. In Saigon, law
enforcement was exclusively the function of the Binh.
Xuyen.

l
I
I

Diem could not tolerate these conditions indefinitely without sacrificing the principles by which he
attracted international support and with which he hoped
to win the allegiance of the Vietnamese people.
Although the sects argued that they were the strongest
and most devotedly anticommunist groups in South
Vietnam, their answer to communism·was particularism.
As a permanent solution, this was unacceptable not only
to Diem but also to the United States. In the final
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analysis, there was no place for the sects, with their
undisguised ambition for power and wealth, in the
"poll tical, economic, and social order tha t had to be
created if South Vietnam wer~ to win the ideological
battle with communism, obtain foreign recognition, and
retain US back.lng •

r
..

(

. . These were the factors underlying the growing
tension between Diem and the sects. But the event that
shook. the sects from their complacency, and began the
chain of circumstances culminating in the April revolt,
was the French decision to stop paying subsidies for
maintenance of their troops. Because the power of the
sects rested on -their- private armies, this was a severe
blow. With their primary source of income drying up,
the sects were forced to turn to the Vietnamese Government for the necessary money.

r

Diem appreciated that the unpaid armies of~the
sects could be a genuine problem for the nation. He
feared that at best the sects would increase their
exactions from the population; at worst turn to largescale banditry at a time when the forces of law and
order were unprepared to cope with it. Therefore, the
Premier began paying the sects part of1the income they
had formerly received from the French.
This measure
was obviously not a long-term solution, however, and
the sects were of course fully alert to the danger of
their position. They reSOlved, according to the
analysis of General Collins, upon three basic objectives designed to safeguard their interests.

[

The most important of these objecti~es was to preserve their private military forces by integrating,
intact, as many sect units as possible into the
National Army. The size of the VNA, however, was
governed by the level cf US aid, and the United States
had consented to support no more than 88,000 men. By
January 1955, only about 6,000 of the 30,000 to 40,000
Cao Dai and Hoa Hao troopers had been integrated~ and

1. (TS) Msg, Saigon 2581 to State, 5 Jan 55.
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it was clear that few more could be absorbed. In fact,
there was every indication·that;:ln executing the program for reducing-the army, somc,,~f.those already
integrated would have to be discharged.
The second objective of the sects was to obtain
governmental assistance to ease the transition to civil
life of the sect troops who had.to be demobilized.
Generals Collins and Ely believed it desirable to provide severance pay for these troops and resettle them
on. confiscated lands. General Collins thought that if
the French could ;furnish funds for severance pay, US
aid might be used to finance a resettlement project.
The two Gene~als :agr~ed to establish a special working
group'within th ·Training Relations Instruction·
Mission (TRIM), 2 which was composed of US and French
personnel charged with training the South Vietnamese
armed forces. This group was to study the problem and
draw up a plan that would be recommended to Diem.
The final objective actually constituted the crux
of the sects' problem. The sects wanted recognition
of their qreas of lnfluence together with assurances
that, once their military strength was reduced, the
government would not encroach on these areas. But this
Diem had no intention of dOing. On the contrary, his
actions demonstrated that his plans for the future of
Vietnam did not include an influential role for the
sects. In fact, the Premier had already initiated a
policy and program of 3PPlying gradually increasing
pressure to the sects.
the Hoa Hao in
of central and
considered its
the Roa Hao,
The Hoa Hao

Diem's anti-sect program alarmed
particular. The VNA moved into areas
southwestern Vietnam that the Hoa Hao
exclusive preserve, and, according to
deliberately provoked Hoa Hao troops.

2. For further treatment of TRIM, see below, pp.

140-142.
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leader Ba Cut responded by ini tia ting open warfare
against the government, and in turn the National Army
·mounted'an all-out counteroffensive. Ba. Cut had the
sympathy and active, support of old General Tran Van
Soai, military chief of the Hoa Hao, who was also
acting as a minister in the Diem government. Soai
himself felt his power and authority slipping as a
result of Diem's policies, especially after the Prime
Minister won over two Hoa Hao dissid~nts, Colonels Ngo
and Hue, together with their troops.
The Hoa Hao were especially incensed by Diem1s
tactic'of playing off the Cao Dai against the Hoa Hac.
Principally, this took the form of concessions to the
Cao Dai in the integration of its troops into the
VNA - an act designed to win Cao Dai adherence in the
contest with the Hoa Hao. From the viewpoint of the
Hoa Hao the crowning blow came when its arch enemy,
Cao Dai dissident Trinh Minh The, rallied to the
government on the condition, allegedly, that hiS
troops be employed in a campaign against Ba Cut. 5
Although the Hoa Hao was on the verge of open warfare with the government and, in the case of Ba Cut,
had already begun the war, it was the Binh Xuyen that
constituted the most serious menace. Binh Xuyen commandos were concentrated in the capital city, where
they posed an'immediate threat to the Diem government.
Moreover, Bay Vien, the leader of the Binh Xuyen, was a
formidable adversary. He was the most ruthless,
determined, and intelligent of all the sect chieftains.
He believed that the United States was too interested
in South Vietnam to withdraw its support even if Diem
were overthrown, and he was determined to obtain, by
one means or ~nother, a new government that did not
include Diem.

4. (OUO) Msg, Saigon 2807 to State, 17 Jan 55.
(S) Msgs, Saigon 3381 to State, ,14 Fe b 55; 3470, 18
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5. (S)' Msgs, Saigon 3156 to State, 3 Feb 55; 3296,
9 Feb 55; 3470, 18 Feb 55.
6. (s) Msg, Saigon 4078 to State, 23 Mar 55.
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Diem, for his part, had only contempt for Vien ano
The Premier had not yet applied as great
pressure to the Binh Xuyen as to the Roa Hao, but lle
had considerably reduced its commercial monopolies.
Bini!
Xuyen control.of the National PolIce and Surete especial~y
rankled Diem, and he planned to regain the police for tl'le
gov('rnrnent at the j'ir;':it opportunity.
The United States,
which could not reconcile itself tu the idea of a banci
former gangsters and pirates running the police apparat 1; ; : ,
attempted to help. Diem on this issue. The US Embassy i:,
Paris suggested to Baa Dai that he revoke the decrees
bestowing police powers on the Binh- Xuyen. 3ut 320 Dai
rep~ied that this move would not be likely to improve the
pollt~cal situati9n~.and indeed would probably lead to
further' deterioration. Besides, he doubted that Diem had
men capable of taking over responsibility for law enforcement.7
his followers.

(jf

Through January and February the police issue loomed
larger and l&rger in Diemls mind. It was only a questiG~
of time until he felt strong enough to challenge the Einh
XUyel:, and i t was irupro ba ble, in view of Eay Vien: s
attitude, that the Binh Xuyen would refuse the challenge
when offered.
Even the eno Dai, which Diem had chosen not to
antagonize too openly, had grievances. The Cao Dai Pope,
Ph.:l:·"'J. Cong Tac, 'xas 01 tterly hostile toward Diem, and rnade
no· ·~:fT()r't to conceal hi s animosity.
Tac, however, was
:i.OS~:lg influence with the military arm of the Cao Dcti,
ant ~e was unable to force Generals Phuong and The, ~he
pr~~ci~a~ tempora~ leaders, to turn on Diem.
Phuong and
The, p~obably fo~ reasons of ~inancial gain, kept the
,-:;2.0 :Jai mOr'e 0::' =-6:': S ·~)e[L~. . nd the Diel.l government.
B·t..i.t
~hey too were ~av:ng ~ifficulties in maintaining the~r
tr'cops, and they trusted Diem's intentions little more
~h~~ did the Boa Hao and Binh Xuyen. 8

7.
8.
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all three sects felt confronted by a COrrLnon
'L;heir existence" They had tried uni ting
'~gainst Diem in August 1954, but had failed to find
~round for agreement.
Once again, in the 3pring of
1955, they a t tempted "co fOl.... m an al.liance aimed at
supplanting ·~!l.e Diem government wi th one less hostile
to their o6jectives_
~ihus,

t~r:.I'ea..c

~o
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The IlUnited Front of Nationalist Forces lt
On 4 March the Cab Dai Pope called a press confe~
ence in ~aigon~ Acting-as spokesman for the leaders of
the Cao Dai, Roa Hao, and Birill Xuyen, whose representati ves \'fere present. Tac announced the formation of the
tlUnited Front of Nationalist Forces. It The Binh Xuyen
political adviser read a declaration stating that the
objectives of the new political group were to unify
Vietnam, perfect its independence as a democracy, and
assure its sovereignty. The declaration was obviously
designed largely for US consumption, for it denounced
feudalism and corruption, endorsed the Manila Pact, and
refrained from directly attacking Premier Diem. Nevertheless, it fraQ~ly called for a new goverr~en~7 one
based on "equitable, just and progressive foundations. 1I
Signing the declaration for the Hoa Hao were Generals
Soai, Nguyen, 'and Ba Cut; for the Binh Xuyen, Bay Vien;
and for the Cao Dai, Pham Cong Tac. Significantly
absent among the signatures were those of Cao Dai
Generals Phuong and Trinh Minh The, and the forme~
Roa Hao dissidents, Colonels Hue and Ngo. In fac~,
The and Ngo quickly issued public sta§ements reaffirmi~g
their support of the Diem government.
United States and French observers in Saigon tooK
the declaration of the United Front as evidence that
the sect opposition had swi~ched to the politicalJfront.
The danger of civil war, they thought, had abated.
Diem appeared to be the least perturbed of all. He

9. (C) Msgs, Saigon 3754 to State, 8 Mar 55;

13 Mar 55.
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recognized certain irr~ediate and local dangers to his
position~ but to General Collins he did not seem greq~ly
concerned by the apparent new uni ty among the sects. ~'!Diem t s optimism soon seemed justified. The arr.i val
of a delegation in Cannes to importune Bao Dai to withdraw Diemrs powers as Premier followed closely the
receipt by the ChieS of State of a personal message
from President Eisenhower outlining US objectives in
Vietnam and the progress made by General Collins toward·
achieving these objectives. This message was immensely
reassuring to the Chief of State~ who in recent weeks
had suffered a growing fear that the United States was
preparing to eliminate him' from the Vietnamese scene.
As a result of this encouragement~ Bao Dai denied the
request of the sect repr~sentatives~ and they returned
to Saigon empty handed.~~
The Unite,j Pront r'.i.ex:' tI'ied a more 'direct approach.
At a second press conference in Saigon on 21 March, the
Front released the text of a declaration and' Ilmotion~ II
which had been sen~ to Diem ~ne previous afternoon.
The declaration recited all the familiar charges
against Diem~ a~tacking him for favoritism, partisanship~ press censorship, a provocative and uncompromising
attitude toward nis opposition, and ineffectual foreign
and domestic Dolicies. The attached IImotion lt was a
thinly veiled- ultimatum. It Hreques:edlt Diem to Ilundertake within fivE days complete reorganization of the
present cabine~ and ~~s replacement by a new cabine~
with the app~oval cf the United Front of Nationalist
?c!"'c e s . 1I
r:2:-_E: ,;~~'~::"~:-~a t·u~~ '!~2. s signed -by tile s&.r:ie -=:2 c t
::;"e&o.,.=;1"s J wi th ::i:-;.e .::.,jdi ~:ion 0:' Generals ?ht~.OLg c.:~:,,:. S=':~2 ~
~C·~.!.e :~jec12J:42.:C~·~:~~~'-_ ~.::~"l -4 I\~2.::1c·(~ •
.'{c~corc5.i~g <:c~ G-e~··_e-~·2l
The, who was pres~nt when ~hese documents were ~raf~ed,
a broad prograffi of gover~mental action was tG ~&ve beeL
a':.icac:ned-, but 'che sects l:::.--..d been unable to reac":~ agree-
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programs than to propose new ones.--

Msgs, ~&lgO~ 3797 to State; 3812. ~Q M~r 55.

(:~.) ~!isg, USAR~·1J':. S2~2.gc':i :'/1C 93.:3-55 t:~) DA f'c~-' G-2 J ~5 >~2.:2 55,
Dr := N 1 253 3 L~.. CCS 0 ';12 .~;.~ :Ls. ( 6 - 25 - 4 8 ) ( 2) sec 6.
J 1.. (c) lVt-3g, St2t;~ ::c,' ?&l'i:::: ~ 2l Feb 55.
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~\.:::;.y' )=.;; 3396 .. 15 Mar 55.
12. (OUO) Msg,' I~;a.:gon 4038 to state, 22 IVIar 55. (3)
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The same ciay, Diem discussed the latest maneuver of
the United Front with his Ca.binet, less the sect reprecsentatives, and all agreed ·that he could do nothing but
refuse the demands .of the sects. General Collins concurred and advised Diem to stand firm. The General also
informed Diem that, a.lthough his failure to broaden the
government made it difficult for the United States to
continue to ~upport hi~'l~S policy toward his government remalnea unchanged.

-[

Nevertheless, the defection of Phuong and The,
whom Diem had been providing with liberal subsidies,
was a heavy blow·· to· the Premier. M.. Michel Wintrebert,
the French Charge d'Affaires, found Diem so profoundly
depressed on the evening of 21 March that he appeared
on the verge of giving up. This alarmed M. Wintrebert
and, as General Ely was in Paris and Deputy Co~~ssioner
General Daridan out of town, he decided to act on his
own initiative. Without consulting General Collins, he
cabled Paris recommending an immediate demarche to
secure Bao Dai I s intervention and IIperhaps" rJ.s return
to Indochina." The Foreign Office, supported by Gen~Eal
Ely, urged the United States to join in such a move.~
But Diem recovered from his despondency, and
General Collins, upon learning of M. Wintrebert's recommendation, cabled the Secretary of State that Baa Dails
return could accomplish nothing but cut the ground from
under Diem. M. Daridan, who had returned to Saigon,
made the same comment to P giS. Both recommended
1
reject~on of the proposal.

(

I

I.

S( Msg, Saigon 4050 to State, 23 Mar 55.
14. S) Msgs, Paris 4050 to State, 23 Mal" 55;
Saigon 4084 to State, 24 Mar 55.
15. (S) Msgs, Saigon 4051 to State, 23 Mar 55;
4096, 24 Mar 55. Paradoxically, Wintrebert was the
only important French official in Saigon who wholeheartedly believed in the policy of supporting Diem.
General Collins, in explaining Wintrebert~s conduc~~
said: ':I oelieve \~intrebert, who is really a f:"ne young
man friendly to Diem, became a bit panicky after talking
to Diem evening 21st. II
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The French~ however, still believed that the only
avenue out of the crisis was to use Bao Dai as mediator
between Diem and the sects. This could be accomplisheo,
they said, by either having Bao Dai return to Vietnam
or having him 'summon Diem and the sect leaders to
Cannes to negotiate their differences. The US Government believed it far more appropriate that a joint
declaration be issued to the sects warning them that
the Uni·ted States and France were opposed to violence.
The warning should contain the statement that the FEe
would prevent movement of sect troops to reinforce the Binh
Xuyen :i n Satg\)li.
G-eneraJ CoJ.·Lini:) had been tryin£!. -fur a
week to get Gerler'aJ EJ y to agree to empl()y French - troops
for- this p'.lr-lJOSe-,--i'or he was convinced that Vien Vlould
not challenge the government by arms if he could not
count on assis~aDce by Eoa Hao troops. General Ely,
supported by ?a~isJ made it clear that the FEe woule be
us~d onl! to pr?tec? ~~8 lives and property of French
and forelgn na~lona~s.The French next propos8d that Generals Collins and
Ely present the text of & joint demarche to both Diem
and the sects urging moderation and compromise. The
United States Government pOinted out that such a move
would put the sects on the same plane with Diem. It
was absolutely necessary, the Department of State
emphasized" to uphold the authority of the central .
government. T~e sects were rebels a~d should be treated
as sucn.
BatYL Gf.:ne~al Collins and Deputy Commissioner
Daridan advi;3'2'~:~ -:::;i1at the joint approach not be made.
They agreed tha~ they had already informed Diem anti the
sectc of eve~J- po~.·~ contained in the text of ~~e
proposed dema~cne.~(
'='he 2nd lect"u.;:."ed -,...~~em ::::·2.~~::'er sternly on "cr-.:.e &b~3·1..·~{"6::'-:.y
of demanding a solutio~ ~n five days. Cer~ainly, ~e
r_
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pointed out, they could not expect the United States to
continue supplying funds for troop support if they overthrew
the government by violence. Subsequently~ General Collins
~tated that discussion with the two generals was like trying
to re(i~30n with small children. But his lecture apparently
had some effect, for General The soon withdrew from the
United Front, declaring that he had only jointed it t9
exercise a moderating influence on the other members. 18
As the oeadline imposed by the United Front expired,
the situation became highly explosive. The sect leaders
refused to extend the deadline or to meet with Diem. The
Premier moved reinforcements into Saigon and converted the
grounds of the Presidential Palace into an armed camp.
Battalions of Vien's green-bereted commandos concentrated
in the southwestern section of the capital, while Roa Hao
troops occupied positions on the highways leading sOuth
from Saigon. 1 9

I
-[

r

Fighting in Cholon, 29-30 March

Diem chose this moment to challenge the Binh XUYE:r-L.
Just before dawn of 28 March, a tank-led company of National
Army soldiers staged a bloodless coup that won Diem physical
control of the Central Police headquarters, near the arroyo
separating Saigon from the Chinese community of Cholon. ~he
Binh.Xuyen guards did not resist, but withdrew into the
ad,J oining police school to await orders from Bay Vien. 0Tex'c
day, Diem informed Defense Minister Minh that he intended
that-afternoon to replace the Binh Xuyen police cOITmissiG~2r
with his own appointee and to occupy the Surete headQuar~ers
in central Saigon. Minh protested that Diem should first
consult his Cabinet. The Premier refused and Minh sub~~ttej
his resignation on the spot. 1trnen General Ely learned of'
Diem's intention, he sent M. Wintrebert and General P~erre
Jacquot to reason with him. They were more successful than
Minh, and Diem agreed to defer his ~ove against the Surete. 2G

18. (8) Msg., Saigon 4070 to State, 23 IVlar 55.
Msg, Saigon 4157 to state, 28 Mar 55.
19. (S) Msg, USAR~ Saigon Me 945-55 to DA for G-2,
27 Mar 55, DA IN 128188, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec -6.
NY Times, 27 Mar 55, p. 33.
20. (S) Msg, Saigon 4192 to State, 29 IVIar 55.
Washington Post~ 29 Mar 55, p~ ~.
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This was a fortunate decision for the Prime Minister,
for on the 'night of 29-30 March the Binh Xuyen struck. r::hey
thus stamped themsel ves as rebels attacking tile legal
government.
Shortly after midnight Binh Xuyen commandos, whom
Diem's soldiers had driven from Central Police headquarters
on 28 March, counterattacked in an attempt to regain their
stronghold. About eighty Binh Xuyen soldiers, supported by
mortar fire, stormed the pol~ce compound, but were repuis2d
by National AF.nY paratroopers and later driven from the
neighborhood. Another Binh. Xuyen force attacKed National
Army headquarters on nearby: Boulevard Gallieni, but this
assault als.Q v~a~· beaten off by VNA defendErs. At the sarrie
time, mortar shells fell in the grounds of the Presidential
Palace, wounding 3. nur~tber of Vietnamese soldiers. When
sovernment forces moved to retaliate by attacking the Surete
headquarters, still in Binh Xuyen hands, the French ordered
the National Army to remain on the defensive and, to insure
compliance, temporarily cut off gasoline and ammunition
supplies. By 0330 fighting had ceased. 2l
The aggression of ~he Binh Xuyen made Diem more ~naD
ever' determined to cestroy its power. N011 that Vien had
resorted to violeLc:e .. .Diem saw no alternative excep~ "co
remove control 0: the National Police and Surete fro~ tne
Binh Xuyen Director General, Lai Van Sang, as quickly as
possible. The government, he told General Ely, could not
escape its responsibilities. The Binh Xuyen had to be disarmed or' it'l:iped out, and the \n~A had enough strength in.
Q.-...; --,,'.-,.. +-0
carY"',7" O·d- ;-~-'l S . '~.~':::~':;
.....,C1.l.6Ul.
.... b..L. 0''''.... 22
v

.~~

..

.

_.:;

-lv

~/is:·;~

..,.l..l...l..

~

~:a~~6cJ{-.~ L;·2J·3 to

Mar 55, ).

NY

•• ~..L,

~.

DA,

30

General Ely

i'JIa~'~

55>

-;)!~

init~ally

He declared

=~

.-

~.2390~

te~ied

~~~

t~at

lJcen iSStled 't·.;itl-l.c~~·c que.s·:~·-~.()r; all tlie ga8ol~l'lE~
i"~ r.Lo.d r~eques . t.ed.
}iO~:,~Tt:.1' . :~:~'.~·4:: 2 i'e~·l days la-c~.~r~ .,

&{~Q

~:--~~i7":L:t:-1.i::~.cJ~:

2~y

:..~e··:Tic..r~'~E=Q

~~~~e~~e f;~e~c~~e~a~o~~~·~7r d~~~~~i~;:d f£~~~=;:~S O~~~2~~l~·~~1~~~~;r~.
~

f('
\
0/

:\~.~O"

...... 0:1

S""'''
0'0"'"
O' ..... o

.i..l.

j!?9 0'-

-r~

+-.'~.
...· v

·:':.·:"':::,-iuV'--V'"';o
L

2• r-·1J~
·"'"""'y-'·51=.-;J.

(fji0.
\ _ u )"

lYl'c:g·.
~
-'

4349 to state, 6 Apr 55.
22.

(S) Msg, SaigDll L230 to State, 30 :'/Iar-

55.

S;=;
" <=>
;:]'0[;
-'-'" .....
••

.

"<"--'

TOP SftpRP

-

General Ely was emphatically opposed.
The army could
the Surete headquarters at any time, he told General
Collins; that was not the issue.
The important point was
that Diem did not have sufficient strength to defeat the
sects decisively and rapidly f·:tiroughout the country.
And
if Diem used force, a long ana bloody civil war would
inevitably result.
Angered by Diem's attitude, General Ely
declared that Diem was suffering from hallucinations ana was
on the verge of m~galomania.
Diem had no appreciation of
the means at his disposal, yet he was ready to !lput the
city to sword and flame to estaplish his authority."
General
Ely believed it would be criminal for the French to get
mixed up in ~_ctyil wa~l and he stated that he would do no
more than separate the opposing forces if asked to intervene.
On the other hand, he asserted with some inconsistency, he
intended to maintain order even if it entailed placing Diem
under arrest. 2 3
~aKe

.~

General Collins, while urging moderation, sympathized
with Diem.
He believed the Binh Xuyen had taken action to
demonstrate that Diem could not control the country; and,
if Diem did not remove Police Director General Sang and
fight back, he would have to knuckle under to the sects and
let them maintain their feudal systems.
If General Col~ins
had been in Diem's place, he told General Ely, he would
have met the Binh Xuyen challenge by shelling Binh Xuyen
headquarters and going after Bay Vien personally. The
French, however, already had a different interpretation of
the events of 29-30 March, one that coincided substantial1y
with that of the United Front.
The Binh Xuyen, said the
Frenc~might not have been the aggressors after all.
There
was reason for believing that the National Army h.ad begun
hostilities and the Binh Xuyen had only acted in self,,...
r)).l
aerense. L ,
7his distortion by the

Frenc~

was merely the

f~rst

~n

a series of actions that, in the US view, seemed illogical.
In subsequent weeks, the French bent the facts to fit their
desires and then based official decisions on them. The
explanation of this French behavior lay, apparently, ~~ the

23. J..bid.,
(S) Msg, Saigon 4264 to State, 31 Mar 55;
4292, 2 Apr 55.
24. (s) rJIsgs, Saigon ~220 t () sta te, ~ 230, 30 Mar 55.;
4241, 31 Mar 55; 4292, 2 Apr 55.
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vicious war of words the French and Vietnamese press had
been waging for many weeks. The French had become so sen8i tj. ve to the intemperate attacks on "colonialism, II for
which they held Diem responsible, that they were predisposed
in favor of Di.em's opponents regardless of political complexion.
Diem found himself in an unenviable position. The
crisis had quickened the disintegration of his government
and revealed flaws in the top military command. Ho Thong
Minh had already resigned from the Defense Ministry in
protest against Diem's policies. Four Hoa Hao cabinet
members :now resigned, and., despite elaborate ceremonies on
31 March integrating Cao Dai forces into the National Army,
four Cao Dai 'ministers also ·resigned. Foreign Minister Do
and his followers submitted their reSignations, then withdrew them. But they ceased to be consulted by Diem or ~o
have any influence upon him. The Inspector C~neral of the
National Army, Nguyen Van Vy, made no secret of his opposition to using the army agai~st the Binh Xuyen, and publicly
expressed the French view that the government had attacked
the Binh Xuyen first.
General Collins reported that Army
Chief of Staff Le Van Ty was proving to be in this. emergency
. ,
II
.
tne
weaK
ree d we Iearea ~e mlgn~ b e. II n"
~lem now more
~nan
ever' was operatirJ.g a one-man government and, except for illS
brothers, stood vJ.l."tually alone in his determination to
resist the sects. 2 5
n
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On 31 Marct., both the governmen-c and the Binh Xuyer.
accepted French General Jean Gambiez as mediator, and a
for~y-eight hour truce was arranged.
Several de fac~o
extensions lengthened the t~uce through April: but iensi~~
conti~ued to mcu~~ ~~ Saigcn, heightened by alnost 6~ily
incidents. Ge~2~&~~ Collins and Ely, as well as Wash~~g~c~
&nd ?a~is, so~ght ~o f~~6 a solution that ~o~ld resolve t~e
sect problem.
The Recommendations of Ge:-.>2rals Collins and Ely

To the men on the scene , it seemed that Diet[l siTl.ply
was incapable of changing his methods sufi"'i.clently to rC·yrr('L
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or maintain anything but a rubber-stamp cabinet. He had
alienated almost every political group in Vietnam and
,. antagonized the French community. Only the United States
and General Ely, much against his personal predilections,
stood behind Diem .. Generals Collins and Ely soon concl~ded,
however, that a major political change was essential if
civil war were to be averted.

I
- J

It was General Ely who now raised the question of Diemls
replacement. He met with Gen~ral Collins on 7 April, with
no French staff present. Diem, .he s~id, could no longer be
maintained as Premier except by overcoming enormous difficuI ties. After a full day of II soul searching, /oJ ueneral
Ely continued,' he wasfbrced to conclude that, in order to
preserve Vietnam for the free world, Diem had to be replaced.
He was preapred toraccept anyone but Diem, and this was his
final conclusion. 20
General Collins was reaching a similar conclusion. In
fact, as early as 31 March he had informed the Department
of state that it was necessary again to consider alternates
to Diem. 27 Following his conversation with General Ely on
7 April, General Collins wrote Secretary of State Dulles
as follows:
Even before receiving your kind letter
I had been considering writing you personally
.as to my estimate of President Diem's chances
of successfully remaining as President of
Viet Nam. I have just filed a despatch giving
General Ely's final views on this point. You
and the President are entitled to my judgment
in light of this and other recent events.
As you know, I have been doing everything within my power to assist Diem in accordance with my original directive from the President and subsequent instructions from you and
the Department. In various messages, and in
my January report, I have indicated my growing

26.
27.

Msg, Saigon 4382 to state, 7 Apr 55.
Msg, Saigon 4263 to State, 31 Mar 55.

,.

doubts as to Diem!s"capacl~Y for leadership
under t~e difficult and complex conditions
existing in Viet Nam.
I must say noVJ that my judgmen-c is
that Diem does not h~ve the capacity to
achieve the necessary unity of purpose and
action from his people which is essential
to prevent this country from falling under
Communist control. ~ say this with great
regret~ but with firm conviction.
During ~he five months th&t I have
been here :- have" corae ~O" admire Diem greatly
in many i,qays. He 2.as valuable spiri tual
qualities, is incorr~ptible, is a devoted
nationalist, has grea~ ~enacity. However
these qua:it~es, linked with his lack of
practical politic~l sense, his inability to
compro~nise his ilihel"2n-c incapacity to ge"t
along with other able men and his tendency
to be suspicio~s of ~he motives of anyone
who disagrees with him, Dake him practically
incapable of holding this government
together. As
have often pointed out, he
pays more attention to the advice of his
brothers Luyen and Nhu than he does to General Ely or me. He has consistently failed to
decentra~ize responsibility to his ministers,
or to co~su~t with ~~em in advance of reachlng i~por~£~t dec~s:G~s. ~his has ~esulted
in the ~~3ig~~~ion of the few able men ~n
f".:.is C2.b~~-1"2-C -.',-:-'-0 "":i"~::'2 ['J.O-~ repeat no'C nyes
men ...
j

=

agree ~~t~ ~~e appraisal of General
and of' :":1e:-.. i.:::,,~,=~~ D::.' .~U2. t, Do and Minh,
that Diem wil:l no-:.: 2"J.cceed in gettit"!g any
new men of abi~ity tc join even a reorganized
gover:nmer.;.t.
~-::2.Tn2giL.g .5.5 the above fac"Cs are,
perhaps even 20re serio~s is the Fresident1s
apparent incapac~~y for creative think:ng and
)lanning. At no ~~me since I have been here
has ~e offered ~c ~e a s~ngle co~structive
thought or"' l-.. is \!,).l.:" -":":'OL. iJ~ll of the progl""'essive programs which we have attribute6 to him
E~y

have in fact been developed through the
cooperative efforts of General Ely a~~ me,
and our staffs. ~ am still not sure whether
Diem really g~asps ~ne full significance of
these programs, or the great difficulties of
implementing them.
Instead of sticking to the clear but
difficult road leading to the conversion of
these paper plans into accomplished facts,
Diem has been ever ready like Don Quixote to
dash off on side excursions to tilt with windmills. And. ~q.iJ-e bent on.these excursions,
whether they be to displace officers of the
Army whom he regarded as loyal to General
Hinh, to take action against Soai or Ba Cut,
or to relieve a police chief, he loses all
sense of direction toward the essential goals,
and it is almost impossible to bring him back
to the high road. We have had many such
tiltings.
In summary, despite his several fine
qualities, it is my considered judgment that
the man lacks the personal qualities of
leadership and the executive ability successfully to head a government that must compete
with the unity of purpose and efficiency of
the Viet Minh under Ho Chi Minh.
In saying this I hasten to add that I
do not believe that Diem is indispensible for
the accomplishment of our purposes in Viet
Nam, that is, to save the country from Communism. Programs which General Ely and I
have developed are, I believe, sound and
susceptible of accomplishment. But o~r
successors here must have a President and a
Cabinet to work with, which to some degree
will talk our language and will stick steadfastly to the implementation of these pr'ograms.
I believe that Tran Van Do or Dr. Quat
could form and successfully head such a
government.
.
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If our government should accept such a
change, I wo~ld urge that we stipulate as a
prior condition the removal, by President
Diem with the complete support of Bao Dai,
of the control of the National Police and
Surete f~om the Binh Xuyen. You may feel
that if this is done, Diem should be given
further time to see whether he can broaden
his government and speed up progress. I
believe it would be better not to wait. By
having saved a certain amount of face for
Diem by the transfer of police powers from
the Binh Xuyen we should then accede to the
appointment of Do or Quat as President of
the c·buritry ~

I fully appreciate /fhe7 gravity of
the recommendations I have made above. I
need not tell you with what a heavy heart
I file this message.
However, it is by no
means with a feeling of defeat for our
objective here.
s-cill feel that under
proper native leadership, which can be had,
the programs which we have initiated can
~a~:,_ ~~~ec~8 ve and can save Viet

=

ST:il: b::

Naill

1. rO~l~

;'.' OL!lliiv<.L...L.:.:> ffi.

The Secretary of State 5 in reply, indicated that he
could not see how ~eplacement of Diem would solve the
problem of the sscts. Any successor to Diem with qualities
th2~t wot~.ld \'v'ar::'~::_- .. co~ti:.-~ued -~JS support would still have
the sects ~o CG~~2~d wi~h. ~Greover, a change in pre~iers
,)e
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enough pressure. ;~ addi~1o~al consideration was ~he proDie8 sentime~t in Congress. The Mutual Securi~y ~ill W&S
being debated, and Senator J~2:nsfield made it clear that
Congress would be relucta~t to appropriate funds for

28. lTS) Msg, Saigon 4399·to state, 7 Apr 55.
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Vietnam if Die~ were superseded. Nevertheless, Secretary
Thllles was willing to consider a change in US policy if
General Colli~s would fly to Washington for consultations
. with Depar0illent of State officials and congressional
leaders. 2 9
Even before receipt of General Collins' views, Secretary Dulles had been under strong pressure from Paris to
unseat Diem. The United States was informed in blunt terms
that the US policy of maintaining and strengthening Diem
was wholly unrealistic. The time ['Lad come for formation
of a government responsive to the dominant political force~
of Vietnam. The French had in mind the creation of 2
"Consell Superieur. 11- -- Thi-s body would be composed of' :""e~~re
sentatives of Diem and his supporters, the sects (Cao Dai
Pope, for example), intellectuals (Buu Hoi, the French
suggested), politicians (Tam) Huu, and Quat), and the army
(General Hinh). The supreme council would formulate po~icy
to be executed by a cabinet of "nonpolitical" technicians
headed by Diem. The United states rejected this fornula,
and replied that Franco-US policy should be to let Dies
strike back at the Binh Xuyen with force, and tg support
him both morally and logistically in this move. jO

I
-r

I

Despite this ostensible support of Diem, the United
states, following General Collins' proposal to switch
premiers, decided to explore possible alternative solutions
with France, and addressed to the Foreign Office a series
of questions designed to elicit a concrete French plan.
The United States asked the French who should succeed Diem,
when the change would take place, how it would be accomplished, what would be done about removing the police from
the Binh Xuyen, and how support of the new government by
the sects would be assured. The French reply was that the
answers to these questions should be developed jointly by
the United States and France. For the French alone to
answer the questions would be to depart from the agreed

29. (TS) Msgs, state 4438 to Saigon, 9 ~pr 55; 4466,
11 Apr 55; 4575, 16 Apr 55.
30. (s) Msgs, Paris 4200 to State, 28 Mar 55; 428l,
4285, 2 Apr 55. (TS) Msgs Paris 4328 to State, 5 Apr 55;
4395, 9 Apr 55; State 3510 to PariS, 4 Apr 55.
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poJ.icy of achieving a joint Franco-US approach to Indochinese problems. Unless this policy were continued~ said
. tile Foreign Office, France would have to state publicly
that the United States was now fully responsible for
developments in Vietnam. 3l
The United States stood firm, however, and the_French,
increasingly apprehensive over the mounting tension in
Salgon~ at length submitted answers to the US questions.
They still declined to propose a successor to Diem~
declaring that this must be the result of joint consultations.
But they did outline, on 17 April, a plan by which
a change might be accomplished.
Generals Collins and Ely
would prepara-a slate-of acceptable candidates for the
premiership and various cabinet posts. Washington and Paris
would reac~ agreement on this list and submit it to Bao
illi.
The Chief of state would then summon representatives
of the contending factions to Cannes and, on the basis of
French and US recommendations~ negotiate a solution,
including the transfer of the police from the Binh Xuyen
to the government.
Support of the new government by the
sects would be assured by their membership in a high
council, together with a program of honors~ indemnific~tion,
and integration of sect troops into the National Army.j2

In Saigon y me~nwhile, French officials became more and
more adamant in their view that Diem must.be replaced,
calling his removal the will of the \/~ietnamese people.
Btlt
General Collins ~ointed out that this was merely an opinion
since there ~A!as ~lO vlay to determine the Vietnamese will.
Ee i>J.rther no'c'2d that it would be difficult to exp:lain
Diem! s ouster ~:,o t~e Ameri'2an people ~ addii~g "'Chat US congressional reactio~ co~~d not be predicted.
Despite ~nls~
General Colli~s ~i~self ~as finding Diem harder and har~er
to do business w1th·.
o~ 20 April, after reporting to
Washington that D~em was willing to agree, but only on his
own narrow terms, to a proposal that he participate in a
coalition governmer~t, General Collins informed Secretary
Dulles. III see no 21ternative to the early replace·ment of
iJi erf~. n 3'3

3l. (TS) rflsg, S"'c2.te 3622 to Paris~ 12 ..2:..-01'"' 55.
(r~s)
Paris 4498 to ~~~~c 16 Aor 55.
32. (TS) Msg, ~;;~~'4~03 ~o State~ ~7 Apr ~?
33. (u) Msgs~ 3a~gon 4661 to state, ~9 Apr 55; ~66~J
20 Apr 55; Pentagon Papers, vol. 10, pp. 912-913, 916-922 .
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While the Department of State was studying the French
of 17 A~ri~, C~neral Collins arrived in Washington
~on 21 Aprii to discuss the replacement of Diem.
He
::'ea:E'fi:-:rmed his prey-ious recommendation on the early abandorJ.ment of Diem during conversations at the Department of State
the following day. Specifically he stated: it would be a
major error in judgment to continue to support Diem, who
had demons~rated marked inability to understand the political, economic, and military problems of Vietnam; Diem was
currently governing by himself with the advice of his
brothers and a few close friends to the exclusion of other
capable men; in five months Diem had not had one constructive suggestiQn.L idea, gr plan; Dr. Quat and former F'oreign
Minister Do were the most able men available in South
Vietnam; general elections in South Vietnam were not
possible and the best form of government would be a constitutional monarchy. He had already told Diem, General
Collins reported, that he did not see how anyone could save
the p~em government and that Bao Dai would probably remove
him. j4
rep~y

The day General Collins arrived in Washington, Bao Dai
injected a further complication into the already troubled
situation. On 21 April, Bao Dai told the US Embassy in
Paris that it would be impossible to find a solution to the
South Vietnamese problems as long as Diem remained Premier.
Consequently, he proposed a plan, remarkably similar to the
plan ,the French were so strenuously advocating, calling for
him to SUITmon representative Vietnamese to Cannes, designate
Phan Huy Quat Premier, and instruct Quat to form a I: non political" cabinet of technicians. A high council aJ.so
Vlould be organized with membership from all factions of'
Vietnamese society, including the sects, army, peasants,
ar~isans, and trade unions.
If the United States rejec~ed
this plan, declared Bao Dai, he could no longer take
responsibility for events in South Vietnam. Bao Dai
asserted that if the United states did not reply to his
proposal by 27 April, he would take action unilaterally.35

34. (U) Memo, Dep ASD(ISA) to ASD(ISA), 25 Apr 55,
Pentagon Papers, vol. 10, pp. 937-940.

3~. (TS) Msg, Paris 4576 to state, 21 Apr 55.
Msg, Paris 4659 to state, 26 Apr 55.
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Whil e offi cial s of the US Emba'ssy in 1\(liS
ht to
defe r Bao Da1' s move , Secr etary Dull es and ; ~nerasoug
l Coll ins,
afte r conf errin g with Cong ressi onal leade rs,,\ reach ed
posi tion on the ques tion of Diem 's repla ceme .\t. The
Unit ed
State 3 was now: wilJ ing to cons ider :~hlt'ting lts Gupp
ort
from Diem to eith er Quat or ex-F oreig n Mini ster Do.
The US
Gove rnme nt, howe ver, woul d not discu ss the subj ect
with
the Fren ch unti l they subm itted a full and frank state
ment
of thei r inten tion s in Sout h Vietn am. This state ment
inclu de uneq uiv9 cal assu ranc e of whol ehea rted Fren ch shou ld
back ing
'~f any new poli tica l arran geme nts
in Saig on, as well as
reso lutio n of "cer tain ambi gui t:ies rr in Fren ch polic
y towa rd
Nort h Vietn am. Unti l Pari s prod uced such a decl
arati on,
t.pe _ u3~t~.g-- ~_t~~~.~ ,wo.'uJd .cont .inue to supp ort the Diem
gove rnment .

a

But even befo re these view s were comm unica ted to the
Fren ch, the shak y truce in Saig on explo ded.

I
I.

... r
I

The Binh Xuye n Insu rrect ion
Sinc e the figh ting of 20-3 0 Marc h, Diem
been deter -mine d to remo ve Lai Van Sang from the post of had
polic
comm issio ner. But Fren ch and US offi cial s, as well e
as most
of Diem 's Cabi net, had advi sed caut ion. The Binh Xuye
woul d sure ly figh t back and the cons eque nces were unprn
edicta ble. Neve rthel ess, Diem on 25 Apri l issue d a
decr
ee
char ging Sang with "very grav e offi cial misc ondu ct,"
and
nami ng Colo nel Nguy en Ngoc Le to repla ce Sang as Dire
ctor
Gene ral of Nati onal Polic e and Sure te. The de6r ee
also
anno unce d the tran sfer of polic e head quar ters to the
pref ectu ral polic e scho ol build ing on Boul evard
ieni
and direc ted all perso nnel to repo rt at that addrGall
ess
1430 hour s on 28 Apri l or be cons idere d as havin g abanby
thei r post s. Sang repl ied to Diem 's decre e over the done e
Ur:itE::d
Fron t radio . He had been appo inted by Bao Dai~ he
said~
and only Bao Da.i cO\lld dism iss him. Use of force in
attem pting to exec ute Diem 'S decr ee woul d have disa
stro~s
cons eque nces for whic h Diem alon e woul d bear the blam
e.j7

36. (TS) Msgs , State 4757 to Saig on,
3828 to Paris~ 27 Apr 55; 3849 , 28 Apr 55. 27 Apr 55; State
37. (u) Msg, Saigo n 4844 to Stat e, 27 Apr 55. (OUo)
Msg, Saigo n 4845 to Stat e, 27 Apr 55.
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The Binh Xuyen was not bluffing. Shortly before noon
28 April, fighting broke out between the VNA and the Binh
Xu;ren around Bay Vien' s headquarters in Cholon.
A little
J_ater, mortar shells again fell on the Presidential Palace.
Diem responded promptly by ordering the National Army to
attack. The fighting, featuring light and heavy machine
guns and mortars as well as 105 mm howitzers, spread through
the fringe of the crowded Chinese community and onto
Boulevard Gallieni. The VNA acted with vigor, if not always
with tactical brilliance, and within nine hours the Binh
XuyeTh had been driven back into Cholon. With fires raging
out of control in Cholon, and hugdreds dead and wounded,
an uneasy truce fell on Saigon.3
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Diem had by no means won his battle. On 28 April Bao
Dai, true to his warning of 21 April, acted. He dispatched
telegrams summoning Diem and Genera1 Ty to France for
I' consul tations,"
and vesting command of the army in General
Vy, well known for his Binh Xuyen sympathies. Next day, he
telegraphed that he was sending General Hinh, Diem's arch
enemy, to Vietnam with instructions for Vy. The Chief of
state was clearly intent on overthrowing Diem and, in fact,
he so informed US diplomats in France. The United states,
he charged, had refused his counsel and had blindly supported Diem in the hope that he would attack the Binh Xuyen.
Diem had done so, and now Bao Dai would use his own judgment.
The Prime Minister, however, was not to be intimidated, and
for the first time he openly defied Bao Dai. With full
cabinet support, Diem announced that he would neither heeq
Bao Dai's summons nor transfer command of the army to
~
General Vy.39
. '
Diem's announcement appeared to have conside~able
public support. The government press had portrayed Bao Dai
and the Binh Xuyen as the instruments of French colonialism,
and the hostilities had already taken on the cast of a war
against French colonialism by nationalist forces. The
French, for their part, did little to dispel the impression
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NY Times, 29 Apr 55, p ..: 1.
39. (s) Msgs, Saigon 4926 to state, 29 Apr 55; 4951,
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they were not, as Diem charged, backing the 3inh Xuyen
both morally and logistically. The Vietnamese saw French
J.iaison office!'s enteri~ . g and leaving Binh Xuyen li~_es.
They also saw the cordon of French troops that barred tte
VNA from cleaning out the three Binh Xuyen outposts ir. tne
European quarter. 40 As the French and Vietnamese press and
radio intensified their propaganda campaigns, animosity
increased.
tha~

The atmosphere was propitious for the emergence of a
pqiJ.tical group reflectinG the mounting anti-French, antiPao ial ~-iE~ntj.ril0rJt.
On 30 April the NationaJ Revolutionar'Y
Cone;r'ess of t.::1C V.Lctn~L1nc;;c Pcop:lc W~~~ burn. B,'l(.'Ked by C~o
j)a1 (i-eneral!;J. P[~UQng._.~rid 'rhe_,. and Hc)a Hao (i(;{ief'<.tJ 1';1~()., thl~
new political group c} aimeu it represented aj.moDt :ili
polItical parties cf South Vietnam. It issued a declaratic~
repud:!..atin;; B5.o Da.i, declarir:g the :Jie;r. government ciissol ved., and ca:::'~ing upon Dies to form a. new gover::ment ~.'i"en
the specific miSSion of holding elections for a nationa~
assembly, whose first tas~ would be to draft a constitutio~.41
Although the new party consisted largely .of individuwith a history of opportunism and was actually representative on~y of its founders, Diem founa its program
alluring. At Diemls invitation, on the night cf 30 Apri2.
c....c:;u~ thirty merr.bers of the Revolutionary ComO'li ttee 'J~ the
Congress went to the ?residentia1 Palace for discussions
\\~i '0[: the Prerr~::'e~.
Enc(juntering C-eneral Vy in the C'c:.:-orldcrs
t~"H:Y ;:tripped hi~ of his insignia, a~:d were about tc slay
h:'r:~ -~·.rhe;;. Dier.1 ir:.-cerccceC:.
'~Che committee then f:::lrced Vy tc
re~.j tCi the press a l-'Y'ep~rec. statement decJ..a::-'int; ~:-~a-c he
wa~ breaking with Eao Dai and going over to Diem.42

a~s

Next mornir~g, ;Jafe.l.y out of the Palace, Vy ca.i.l.eQ r.lS
press conferer;ce, cec lared that legal governmer:-c [-Lad
ceased to exist, and an~ounced his own assumption of
co~trol pendin6 designat~cr: of a new Premier by Bac Jai.
i!y then moved trcops to key pOints in Saigon, many wi-chi~
the European sector. The French obligingly lowered the
C'I\'!~

40. (3) M~g, Saigo~ 4956 to State, 30 Apr 55.
41. (S~ Msg, Saigon 4944 to State, 30 Apr 55.
(OUo)
Msg, Saigon 4957 to State, 30 Apr 55.
42. N"Y Times, 1 Ylay 55, p. 1.
(OUO) Msg, SaigcY',- L96:.
to State, 1 May 55.
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unit;3 they thought were now loyal. to
trJe CrJief uf' Staff, General rcy: countermanded all
,.i.v:;,J (i:rdeT'~~
and the troops obeyed Ty.
Vy then fled
•. ·~i.i:~()l; £' .. :[' Do. iat, leaving Diem master of the situatie;{l.43
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bitter dlBagreemcnt haci

·u~c:. b.~..i..lciJ.nc 1.41) between the top' Freneh and US officialD
.L~i :::;~,:~c)n.
IJ ~ thl!.j pe:r'iod, ~3ince Gen<.;ra 1 Co} ,L~n8 waD

CL.. r,)ute to Vj.l~tnum fr'om hiG c()nferencc0 in Washington,
Chal'gc ci I Af'faires Randolph Kidder was the principal US
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rep::"e0entative in Saigon. Mr. Kidder reported that General
~ly had become incapable of discussing calmly any matter
irlvc'::'ving'Diem. The Premier, according to General Ely, was
ai. II ~rrespor.l.Efiole madman'." He had broken the truce by
firi~g Sang and bringing reinforcements into Saigon and
therefore was :-·0 blame for the civil war. The United S~ates
W&s &lao to ~la2e for not having agreed to a political
solu~ion before the fighting broke out.
Now, said ~he
General, Diem was hysterical beyond the point of reason.
In Mr. Kidder's opinion General Ely himself verged on
hysteri~, and his emotional involvem:nt ,had comp4~mised his
usefulness to both France and the Unltea States. 4 ,
According to Mr. Kidder, General Ely was also apprethat the f'ighting, if unchecked, would spread to
the European sector. lIe had attempted to per:Juade Mr.
KiJder and the British Ambassador to join in a dem&rche tc
Dier:" aiyned at securing a cease-fire.
But both ciip:iomats
were determined to avoid. interference in the conflict, &nd
they had categorically refused. General Ely's concern fer the
French community was again manifested on 1 May in what Mr.
Kidder described as a "violent tirade." After a meeting
i'.'i th Diem, Mr. Kidder had informeci General Ely that in Diem IS
view the continued presence of Binh Xuyen troops in the
French security zone created a potentially explosive situation. The General responded vehemently, declaring that
Diem was obviously planning trouble for the night of ~ May
and had called in Mr. Kidder for' the express purpose of cle~r
ing himself in advance. Mr. Kidder, said General Ely, must
go tc Diem and warn him that any incidents between French and
hen~)ive

4j. Ny Times, 2 May 55, p. 1.
44. (S) Msgs, Salgon 4882 to State, 28 Apr 55;· 4926
29 ArJr 55; 4953, 30 Apr 55.
(C) Msg, Saigon 4908 tc State,

29 Apr 55.
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sold iers woul d be the Prem ier's sole
bilit y. When remin ded that Diem hims elf had deplrespon3~
pOSG ib!l1 ty of incid ents with the Fren ch, and tha~ored the
such a
deelarat~on would in effe ct be labe
ling Diem a liar,
Gene ral 3:l.y repl ied: lIHe is a liar and you shou
him exac tly t.hat ." l)eiip ite heav y pres sure from ld te~l
Gene ral Ely,
Mr. Kidd er flutl y ref~Ged t~ inter vene , and G nera
l E:y
dec: ared that , if' hl~~ (J.c~vil'e were not heed ed, the
res'D onsibl1:i. ty for blood shed "J()u~!.d re~~t wi ttl Mr. Kidd er
per~onally. 45

,
I

:3
Gene r'al S~y' s prea ictio n that Diem inten ded
:'i:.ci dents be"tw een the VNA and FEC on the nig!l t of to provo ke
1 May
pr0ve d unfou n6ed .
Diem was planr :ing, howe ver, to launc h a
fina l offeH SivE- --aga- in-s-c the rema'i~"':Ling Binh Xuye n
stron gpoin ts. At nco~ on 2 May, Nati onal Army troop s
cross ed the
C~i~e3e arroy o i~ boat s and attac ked
the Binh Xuye n fcrcE s
in Cholo r:. By trle follo wing morn ing the powe r
of
Xuye n had been brok en aDd the re~~antG of Vien 1s the 3ir.n
a~my haG
oee~ drive n into ~he coun trysi de south of Chol
on. 46

As Diem was launc hing his clean up oper ation , Gene
ral
·ColJ. .ins arriv ed :'n Saig on. He found Diem stron
gly 1nc:i .ined
tc asso ciate hiT;;.SE:::Lf with the Revo lutio nary Comm
ittee and
ur:e ::. t to dispo se of JjCl.() Dai.
~neral Coll ins feare d that ,
;;:C2E. like ly, the ?rem: "e:t.. migh t
hims elf becom e a cap-c ':ve ():;.....
~.:::(..~ l' ornei ttee.
It} s.ny even t, e2.im ina tion of Bao Dai woul
d
(jE:·~~t:;:..,(;y the le[;a l ~ounQations of
the Vietn ames e Gove~r-~n1ent
2.. n li .'; e 2. vet [~e c (y, <. n t ::",y ,'j, t t:1. e me r c y
02" a Del f - a p po::' r.. t E: C.
z~r:_)t:~'; ~:'f knC"vn~ G~·PCY'L>J~'i~L:}tS.
j\:oy'e over, a numb er 0.7.'"
~·~r.\.··(,:'c::o.rie:...; C:"l "C.::e (:(jill t1itte e
llad past affl: ia-ci ons wit.:-.:
~~t:. 'l:'e·c M::'nh.
r~LE: li'y-en ch intel ligen ce serv ices
vlr:ce d that '\T::'e~ ;·~inh agen ts had infil trate d the wer'e CODC·:Hi:.:-r:ittee
;.....nc ::'n~endec '~,o ·~;.Sc ~t .:"'c,Y' -chei:..""' OW'fl purp oses
. The 0'::1 ted
~t&~~S also h~( ~~ u~easy fee~~ng
that commu~ists were
1ar~i~g s0~e~he~~ ~n the comm ittee
's organi=utio~.
Genera~
CG::!~~ ttere fcre 3tro~gly urged
Diem to use all his
itlfl~ence to hO.la the Revcl~tionary
Comm ittee i:::. Ch8C' K, to

=..

(5) Msgs , Saigo~ 4953 to Stat e, 30 Apr 55;
Kay 55.
46. (C) Msg, Saig,)Y': 4C39 to Stat e, 4 May 55.
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:rrni~raliio,

his gove rnme nt, to get on with the refor m
and to leave the gues t10n of Rao illi to an

c~; ected n:-d,l .onal asseT ilbly. J((

This advi ce may have made Diem more caut
in hi~
relat ions with the Revo lutio nary Corrm 1ttee. ious
In
any
even t,
he attem pted to give the movement agai nst Bao Dal a more
repr esen tativ e char acte r by summoning 700 elec ted coun
cilor s
from 39 prov inces to cons ider the lega lity of Bao
Dai's
role in Sout h Vietn am. This If Esta tes Gene ral, 'f or Cong
ress
of Elec ted Repr esen tativ es, chos e 50 of its numb er to
draw
up a~program. On the after noon of 5 May,
men met at
toe Pres iden tial Palace~ Angr y word s were these
soon bein g
exch ange d betw een Diem 's supp orter s from Annam and Tonk
in
and the Cochin-Chi-na--·· dele-gates---who -had long been
host
ile
to Diem. At leng th, 18 of the 22 dele gate s from Coch
China walk ed out of the meet ing. The rema ining coun inthen draf ted a reso lutio n dema nding that Bao Dai trancilor s
all civi l and mili tary powe rs to Diem, who woul d exer sfer
them unti l a natio nal assem bly met, with in six mont hs,cise
to
draw up a cons titut ion.

At the s.ame time , 4,000 acti vist s, claim ing
repr esent 95 poli tica l part ies, met at a downtown theato
ter
cons ider the Revo lutio nary Com mitte e's platf orm. Muchto
of
the comm ittee 's driv ing force had been lost with the
death
of Trinh Minh The in figh ting on 3 May, but extre mism
and
dema gogu ery were stil l the orde r of the day. Thre e motio
were enth usia stica lly adop ted. They calle d for Bao Dai's ns
overthrow~ Diem !s dism issal , and
form ation of
ision al
gove rnme nt unde r Diem to gove rn as agen t of thea prov
Revo
lutio nary Comm ittee. 48
Littl e of a conc rete natu re emer ged from the confu sed
conf lict of dive rse poli tica l facti ons and pers
onal ities
and the fulm inati ons agai nst colp nial ists and pupp
empe rors. The co~~ittees and cong resse s in Saigo n etgene
ated much heat , but the real fate of Diem and Bao Dai rwas

4'7. (s) Msgs~ Saigo n 5005 to Stat e, 5006, 2 May 55;
5049, 5053, 5054, 4 May 55. (s) Msgs
4867 to
Saigo n, 3 May 55; Paris 4814 to State~ 4 May, state
55.
48 .. (c) M3P:, Saigo n 5103 to Stat e, 6 May 55. !\ry Tim0~3,
6 May 55, p. 1.
5047~
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being worked out between the United States and Fran~e.
Secretary Dulles and Premier Faure, who had succeeded
Mendes-France in.February, in the second week of May.sat
down at conference tables in Paris to discuss the future
of Ngo Dinh Diem. Por the fourth time 'in nine months, the
French and US Governments attempted to resolve this question,
and this time they were in even mo.re fundamental disagreement than at any previous time.
Trilateral Talks in Paris

r

The United States, on the eve of the Binh Xuyen insurrection, had f:tnal-ly-agreed t-odiscuss Diem's removal with
the French. But the dramatic events in Saigon completely
changed the situation, and on 1 May Secretary of State
Dulles cabled the Embassies in both Saigon and Paris that,
in view of Diem's apparent military successes, congressional
and public opinion simply would not sanction any relaxation
in US support of the Vietnamese Premier. 4 9 The United
States was again solidly behind Diem, but the almost total
divergence of views b-eti""een the French and Americans in
Sa~gon, and bet-ween \riashington and Paris, threatened to
immobilize f'ree world efforts in Indochina. Understandably,
therefore, the Vietnamese question occupied a prominent
place on the agenda when the Foreign Ministers of the United
states, France, and Great Britain met in Paris on 8 May at
a ~onference called to discuss problems of European defense.
With British Foreign Secretary Harold Macmillan sitting
in, Prime Minister' ?aure and Secretary Dulles discussed
their positions or. South Vietnam. Clearly, US support of
Diem had hardened, and M:c-~ Dulles emphasized that the Unitec
States must ei -c~'"le!" con~inue to support Diem or withdr'aw
'from Vietnam a:together. No one else who had so fa~
appeared on the Vietnamese scene could warrant comI-:--ii tment
of US resources and prestige--certainly not Bao Dai. The
Chief of state, Donetheles~ should be reta1ned as constitutional figurehead, said the Secretary, until the Vietnarrlese
people themselves Qecidec his fate. This would ens~re
maintenance of the much dlscussed "thread of legality.1f

49. (TS) Msg, state 4831 to Saigon, 1 May 55.
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The Ji1rench posl tion 9n Diem had also hardened. Diem"
;J().id Premier F'aure" W:1.8 not only lncapab;t,e but mad. He
-had deliberately taken advantage of General Collins'
absence to engineer a coup de force by attacking the Blnh
Xuyen, and now he was sur"'rounded by Viet Minh elements.
To retain Diem would, one way or another, bring on a Viet
Minh victory, focus the hostility of everyone on France,
and'result in a breach in Franco-US relations. Prime
Minister Faure concluded:
Diem is a bad choice, impossible solution,
with no chance to succeed and no chance to
improve the' situation. Without him some
solution might be possible, but with him there
is none . . . . What would you say if we were
to retire entirely from Indochina and call back
the FEC as soon as possible . . . . I think I
might be able to orient myself to it if you
say so. It would have the advantage of avoiding all future reproach to France of "colonialism" while at the same time giving response to
Diem's request that France should go. Since it'
contemplates the liquidation of the situation
and the repatriation of the FEe, would the
United States be disposed to help ~rotect
French civilians and the refugees??O

t

!,

I
f

"

'Secretary Dulles feared that the French were not bluffing, and that the choice was now between French or US withdrawal from Indochina. He proposed that the discussion be
continued later, and called upon Washington for counsel.
The question was referred to the Joint Chiefs of Staff for'
comment. To the Joint Chiefs of Staff neither alternative
appeared acceptable. They believed that withdrawal of the
FEe would leave South Vietnam in a precarious position.
The VNA was as yet not capable of filling the vacuum that
would be created, and the United States was debarred by the
Geneva Agreements from supplying the forces that would be
necessary to insure protection of French lives and property.
Nor should the United States withdraw, for without its moral
and material support France could not develop effective and
cohesive indigenous forces. In the opinion of the Joint

50. (T8) Msg, Paris SECTO 8 to state, 8 May 55.
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Chiefs tif Staff~ if either country withdrew, South Vietnam
-would probably fall to the communists. The Joint Chiefs or"'
Staff considered that the question of continuing to support
Diem was one for resoJution at the governmental level~ but
expressed thei.r opinion that the Diem government offered
'the best hope of achieving internal stability.5 1
General Collins was also strongly opposed to any
solution involving withdrawal of the FEC. In the first
place, the FEC wa~ responsible~ under the aegis of the
Maqila Pact~ for defense of Indochina, and it was apparent
that neither the United states nor the· British Commonwealth
~was prepared to take over this responsibility. iln addition,
French military assistance was.. e~~ential to the development
ofVietnames'e- -forc'es--~' --The' FEC -still provided almost complete
logistical support of the VNA, and furnished the French
instructors working with the MAAG.in the training program.
Finally, General Collins, while recognizing that the
presence of French troops caused much bitterness among the
Vietnamese, believed that the FEC was a stabilizing influence in the strife-ridden politics of South Vietnam.52

r

With these comments 28 background, Secretary ,Dulles
met with Premier Faure again on 11 May. The Secretary of
State emphasized that Intiochina, despite its importance,
should not be permitted to injure relations between the
United States and France. The United states still insisted
on Diem's retention, he declared~ but some corrmon ground
ought to be found. He proposed that France agree to support
a broadened Diem government until elections could be held
for a national assemb~y.
The assembly would·thert decide
the ultimate :sc~itical s-crl:.cture of South Vietnam. It
might or' migh-;:; ~;.ot iriC l',,:de Diem., but it wo:.~lc. be the free
expi. . ession of the; 'dill of the Vietnamese people. 53
Prime Ministe-2 Fau:;:"'c, Hluch against his personal views
and the pressure of Fre~ch opinion, accepted the US
proposal on the following conditions: enlargement of the
Diem government and acceleration of the elec~oral process;

~l. (TS) JCS 1992/)-!-6o:l 9 I"1ay 55) CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48)
I?) sec 8.
\ "52 . ( T S 1\1s g, S ai g or.. 515~- to S tat e ~ 9 May 55.
53. (TS Msg., Pari.s ::::EC'TC 36 to State, 11 May 55.
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r
peaceful resolution of the sect problem; cessation of antiPrench propaganda; retention of Ba') Dal as Chief of State;
reciprocal removal from South Vietnam of French and US
'officials deemed disturbing. to Franco-US harmony; and
assurances by the United States that French economic,
·-cultural, and financial rel~tlons in South Vietnam would
be nurtured.
Secretary Dulles agreed to the French conditions, but
out that Diem was not a puppet of the United States.
Unitea states diplomats could give him advice but not orders.
Tnerefore, the United States could not promise that the
conditions involving Vietnamese action would be fulfilled.
In concluding., the- S"e·cretary· made· an especially significant
point. The Vietnamese problem, he said, did not lend
itself to a contractual agreement between France and the
United states. Accordingly, both countries should state
their policies and proceed with knowledge of what the other
was doing. In other words, the attempt at achieving a
joint policy would be discarded, and in the future the United
States would act more independently of France. 54
point~d

In South Vietnam the crisis had passed. Diem had dealt
the Binh Xuyen as well as the United Front a crippling and,
although. the French refused to believe it, a fatal blow.
Bay Vien and his henchmen, declared outlaws by Diem, had
taken to the hills. They were presumed to be conspiring
with .Bao Dai's emissary, General Hinh, who had wisely avoided
Saigon upon arriving in South Vietnam. Whether they could
rally the beaten Binh Xuyen forces and join with the Roa
Hao to challenge Diem again was an open question in May
1955·. Certainly the VNA, fired by recent success, would be
better able to meet the challenge than previously. The
United states was again giving Diem its unqualified support,
and France had again promised to do so even if reluctantly,
with conditions. Moreover, Bao Dai was no longer the threat
to Diem he had been formerly. He had blundered badly in
trying to overthrow Diem, and had lost much support in South
Vietnam.

•..•

:

-_ ....
_J-

On 10 May, the rebellion broken, Diem had reconstituted
his government, naming a group of relatively unknown "technicians" to support him until elections were held. The
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Cabinet was the immediate target of ,criticism both at home
and abroad. From all lndications~ it was another rubberstamp government that would assure the continued primacy
of the Ngo brothers in the policies of the nation.55

A special US intelllgence estimate in early May
assessed the situation in South Vietnam as follows:
The success of Premier Diem is operations
against the Binh Xuyen~ and his stand
against Bao ·I>ai~ the French and General
Vy, has created a new and potentially revolutionary situation in Vie~nam. While the
situation in Vietnam. :"s extremely fluid,
-Diem dppears to-hbld the initiative in the
phase that is about to begin.
The estimate -concluded that:

In present circumstances, we do not
believe that Diem. cou~d be persuaded
voluntarily to resign. If he were forced
from office, many of Diem's followers
would probably undertake revolutionary
opposition3 including maquis resistance
to the successor regim.e . . . . /N'evertheless,7 Although Diem has improved his
"!JosffioD.;} vIe "6elieve that it wi~·.l still
be extremely difficult, at best, for Diem
or any Viet::-l2.meSe government to build
s~f~icien~ st~~ngth ~o ?eet tbe long-range
challenge of -Cfle Cor:-J.m:~~Dl3 ts

.,b

struggle to bec~~~
cratic nation. t~e
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j j . (U) l'lfsg, Saigon 51.37 to State, 10 May 55.
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Msgs -' Saigon 5158 "'co St8:>2 -' 10 ~1ay 55; 5258, 14 May 55.
(s) IVlsg, Saigor.. 52(.:9 to State., II May 55.
~ ~ __
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to Diem. On ~ June~ General Ely aiso terminated his
as:,:,ignment in Indochina~ thus making good his oft-repeated
declaration that he would not stay in Vietnam if Diem
~remained Premier.
General Jacquot. assumed the duties of
Commissioner-General pending assignment of General Ely 's
successor.
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CHAPTER V

THE 01JTLOOK

BRIGh~ENS

IN SOUTH VIETNAM

Emerging victorious from the battle of Saigon in May.

195.5, Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem found himself in a
position of new strength. He had seriously crippled the
sects iand all but broken Bao Dai's grip on Vietnamese
politics. His resolu~e stand. against the sects had gained·
him respect abroad and popular confidence at home. It had
dispelled grave doubts in Washington about his personal
fitness and. had ~on him renewed US support. It had also
brought about renewed, though qualified, French support.
Important as his

had been, however, Diem still
The sect armies had scattered
into the provinces where, together with Viet Minh elements~
they made pacifica tioD 2. 801.... e urgent requirement thar.. ever.
The constitutional ques~ion also remained to be resolved;
Bao Dai f s "thread of iegality:] had to be severed, and a
constitutional government, deriving strength from popular
participation and decision, had to be erected .
s~ccess

faced many pressing prob1errts.

. Further, outstanding problems with France demanded
attention. The pDli~icaly military, economic, and financial
relationship betwee~ t~e two countries a~l required ~eso3inally, and perhaps most pressing ct all~ the V~2~~~~ Agreement and ~he question of n2~io~wide elections ~E~~~n8d to je dealt with.
~iem'3

Refusal to

2o~s~:~

Diem was far mere ~~te~es~ed in consolidating his
regime, disposing (}:r;ce a·:-:d ~"'cr all of Bao Dai and the sects,
and settling accounts ~ith the French than in dealing with
the requirements cf the ~~etnam Agreement. The Final
Declaration of the Geneva s:gnator1eS, however, had called
for ~at1on-wide elec~io~s for the unification of Vietnam to .,--. ".
~e held in July 1956, ~~d for consultations be~ween the
interested parties to b2gi~ a year earlier.

---
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The Declaration was obscure on who these interested
parties were to be.~ As the ruling power in Vietnam, France
had signed tile Agreement and was thus responsible for carrying out its provisions. By July 1955, however, French power
in Vietnam had eroded so badly that France was. no longer
able to fulfill its responsibilities without the cooperation
of the Diem government. But Diem had refused to sign the
Agreement and had emphatically protested when France signed.
His view had not changed in the ensuing year. He still
refused to admit that his country was bound by the Agreement.
French policymakers.were under increasing pressure from
public opinion to give the DRV no: pretext for renewing
hostilit~es whi~e·the FES-remained in Indochina, and it
therefore became a matter of urgency that some means be
found to fulfill the requirement for consultations in July.
Since any formula for holding elections would have to be
approved by So~th Vietnam, the realistic solution was to
persuade Diem to confer with the Viet Minh.

I
I

..:.

lv
I

-[

r
I

In this attempt the French had help from the British.
Because of the leading role they had played in bringing
about the Geneva settlement, the British wanted South Vietnam
to follow a course they could represent as conforming to that
settlement. They believed it essential that Diem recognize
the principle of consultations and elections even if he did
not consult immediately. At all costs, he should be prevented from publicly repudiating the Agreement. Accordingly,
British diplomats in Saigon joined the French in urging
Diem to consult with the DRV.2
I

1. The question of elections was dealt with by the
Geneva conferees in paragraph seven of the Final Declaration:
lIThe Conference declares that as far as Vietnam is concerned,
the settlement of the political pro-blems . . . should permit
the Vietnamese people to enjoy the basic freedoms, guaranteed
by the democratic institutions to be established after holding general free elections by secret ballot . . . . the
general elections shall be held in July 1956, . . . . Consultations shall be held on this matter between competent
representative authorities of the two areas beginning on
July 20, 1955. 11
2. (S) Msgs, state 35 to Saigon, 5 Jul 55; 53, 6 Jul 55;
80, 9 Jul 55; 155, 14 Jul 55; 179, 16 Jul 55.
(S) Msg, Paris
69 to state, 6 Jul 55. (S) NIE 63.1-3-55, 11 Oct 55.
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Althougil the United States had not signed the Vietnam
Agreement, in the year following the war it had become the
power with the greatest interest and influence in South
Vietnam. The views of the US Government on elections were
eagerly awaited not only by the British and French, but also,
no doubt, by the communists. Several times during the winter
General Collins had called for an expression of US policy or
the subject, and early in 1955 the NSC Planning Board began
work on a draft statement of "U.S. Policy on All-Vietnam
Elections" (NSC 55~9).
~ The Planning Board concluded that neither South Vietnam
nor the United states could afford to give the impression of
obstructing popular elections. By adopting such a position,
the Diem goverrunerit-··;floul-d enal)le the communists to pose as
the sale champions of Vietnamese unification, and would
badly complicate its own task of winning popular support at
nome. As for the United States--which had advocated national
elections in Korea, Austria, and Germany--such a position
would appear to the world as more than mildly inconsistent.
However, whiJ.,e recommendir:g that the United stat·es encourage
Diem to consult 1,.-;ith the 'Iiet Minh, the Plan.ning Board
cautioned that he snould be advised and assisted in the
matter by the 1Jni~ced StsteS. Above all, Diem should reach
no agreernent w:..t:~ "che Viet I\1inh that did not guarantee free
elections and provide for effective supervisory machinery.3

When asked to comment on NSC 5519, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, after close study, recommended to the Secretary of
Defense that he concur :l.n its approval with one important
modification. ~h2 change sought by the Joint Chiefs of Staff
concerned Par2zra)~ ~O of ~he draft policy statement:

=r

;~:·3ui~ of the
res~~~ in ~ r8new~1

10.
~hould

pol~cy
hostili~ies

above

of

~he U. S., in "the light
of the circuffistances then prevailing,
should be prepared to c!ppose any Communist
attack with -UpS" armE:d fo:c·ces., if' necessary and f'e2.8~ble . . . -p::..--eferably in
concer~ with the Mani~a Pact allies of the
U.S.~ but if necessary alone.
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Taking ex'cep:tion to that portion of the paragraph that
envisioned the possibility of employing US forces ','alo"ne"
t.o oppose communist attack, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
suggested that the language following "oppose any Communist
attack" be replaced with "by immediately invoking the Ma~ila
Pact and taking vigorous action thereunder to repel the
Communist military aggression." The Joint Chiefs of' Staff'
wished to avoid committing US forces to battle in Southeast
Asia without the armed assistance and support of' the SEATO
.
al11es. 4
The Secretary of Defenb~ forwarded the views of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff to the National Security Council, and
these views, along with the Jraft policy statement in NSC
5519, were considered by the Council on 9 June. The Council
chose, however, to shelve the whole question of all-Vietnam
elections for the time being. It decided that no statement
of policy on elections was required at that time and noted
that US policy in the event of a renewal of fighting would
be governed by paragraph 5d of NSC 5429/5 pending a review
of that paragraph by the Planning Board. S This revisiog,
as it turned out, was not accomplished for over a year.
Despite the failure of the National Security Council to
adopt NSC 5519, the main features of the policy outlined in
the paper had in fact already been carried out by the Department of State. On 7 June the new United States Ambassador

2j .•
(TS) Memo, JCS to SeeDef, "U.S. Policy on AllVietnam Elections (NSC 5519)," 25 May 55 (derived from
JCS 1992/463), same file.
5. (TS) Paragraph 5d set forth the action the US would
take as follows:
In the event of Communist overt armed attack
in the area covered by the Manila Pact prior to
the entering into effect of the Pact, take actions
necessary to meet the situation, including a
request for authority from Congress to use U.S.
armed forces, if appropriate and feasible. When
the Pact is in effect, .be prepared, to oppose any
Communist attack in the Treaty area with D.S.
armed forces if necessary and feasible, consulting the Congress in advance if the emergency
permits.
6. (TS) Memo, ExecSecy, NSC to NSC, flU. S. Policy on
All-Vietnam Elections,fl 13 Jun 55, same file, sec 9.
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to South Vietnam, G. Frederick Reinhardt, had told Diem that,
although the United St'ates recogni·zed that South Vietnam was
not bound by Geneva, it believed/t~~t consultations, under
carefully defined conditions, should be held with the Viet
Minh. The United States Government considered that only
North and South Vietnam should be parties to the negotiations
a~d that, in particular, the International Control Commission
should be kept out of the picture. The Ambassador emphasized
that in the US view the crucial question was that of safeguards. Unless th~ co~~unists agreed to free elections by
secret ballot, further discussion should be avoided for fear
of arousing public expectation that elections were to be
field even in th~ absence of safeguards. To insure free
elections Diem should insist upon the same conditions that
Sir Anthony"'Eaen -had-drafted, an'd the west had supported,
for German unification. These conditions included individual
freedom from intimidation or coercion before, during, and
after elections, and creation of a commisSion with full
powers to supervise the elections and to guarantee against
coercion prior to the elections and reprisal afterwards.7
Although Diem listened to the .advice of US, British,
and French diplomats, he could not bring himself to sit down
at the conference table with the Viet Minh. He had already
made public his opinion that so momentous a question ought
to be referred to the future national assembly for debate
and decision. Moreover, he felt that he could not negotiate
with DRV officials without giving the impression that he
recognized the Geneva settlement as binding on South Vietnam.
FinallYJ he believed that his bargaining position would not
be firm until l--:.e had the same united and strong western
su.pport enj 0yeG. -oy ':ha~J.c:ellor Adenauer in Germany and Presicent Rhee in Kor8a. o
What Diem real1.y '\l\fant2d "VJas to disassociate South Vietnam entiY"ely from t~'le Geneva Agreements, but he finally
agreed to a less extreme solution. After much debate with
the 3ritish Ambassadoi.. . ::'n Saigon, the Prime Minister on

7. ~TMsg, State 5267 to Saigon, 27 May 55. (TS) Ylsg,
State 4302 to Saigon, 6 Apr 55.
(S) 'Msg, Saigon 5711 to
StaGe" 7 Jun 55.
8. (S) Msgs, Saigon 5731 ~o State, 8 Jun 55; State 5347
to Saigon, 3 Jun 55; 35, 5 Jul 55.
rrry rf3CltEI

J () July made pliolJ (' his position.
.A1though carefully expJ.ain1r1].,; that })(\ did n(>t~ T'e,Ject the p.r'ineJpJe of ['reo election~),
ilt~ Jt'{'I:ll'ell tbat :';,)lJth V:ietnaTri C'iJU.l<J n()t "('()nt~Jd(~r any pr'(j'~):\:;:L i j'!"'unI 1.11<' CliDlllluni:;t;;" wtti10ut rn'O().f.' that they haci mended
'(,he11' ways :uId w(~re· pl'c~paI'ed to' i3ubmlt to the: c()ndltlonn
ileces3ary for genuinely f'r(:~e elections. SJ

...........

Diem',s statement seemed to be a rejection of both consultations and elections" and it came at a particularly
embarrassing time for the west. The Big Four "summit" talks
were scheduled to open at Geneva on 18 July" and the Western
powers feared that the USSR would try tD force consideration
of the issue during the conference. Already" Soviet Premier
Bulganin and Indian-·Pr.emier Nehru" during the latter's visit
to Moscow on 23 June" had issued a communique agreeing that
all signatories of the Geneva Agreements should "do their
utmost fully to discharge their obligations." They had
pointedly urged If that where 'elections are to be held as pre-.
liminary to a political settlement the efforts of the governments concerned should be directed to the full implementation
oJ' the provisions of the agreement. fllO And hardly had the
summit conference of 1955 opened when DRV Premier Phan Van
Dong, as if to dramatize the issue for the diplomats 'at
Geneva, called on Diem to appoint representatives to meet
with the Viet Minh any time after 20 July to discuss procedures for holding elections. ll
British, French" and US officials went to the summit
meeting in full agreement that the West would try to avoid
any discussion of Indochina" would resist any Soviet pressure
for inviting the Chinese communists to participate in a
five-power conference on Indochina, and would oppose any
attempt to reconvene the Geneva Conference of 1954.12 With
the Soviets wearing the guise of affability and moderation,
the conference might well have ended without touching the
ticklish problem of Indochina" but two days after it began
Saigon made world headlines.

l
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l

The first anniversary of the signing of the Geneva
Agreements fell on 20 July 1955. Anticommunist demonstrations"
protesting the partition of Vietnam" broke out in Saigon.
Rioters sacked two hotels housing the ICC, and police made
,I

9. NY Times, 17 ,Jul 55, p. 7.
22 .Tun 55, p. 1; p. 2.
c· rp. 6.
11. Ibid. , 21 Jul ::J:J,
state, 15 Jul 55.
12. (S) Msg" Paris SECTO l2__.. to............
10. Ibid. ,
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orlly tuken cfi'o] "ts to rn'GvenL the mob from destr
uyin p; the
ucruo nal effec t:; oJ' Hler/ll)er~3 of the Cornm icH1o n.
~~cveral .
Amer lcans were l'(~sc'ucd from the mob by: offic ers of
the D:J

Emba ssy. Diem prom pt1y apol ogiz ed and offer
inder nnifi catio l:l
to the gove rnme nts whos e naci onal s were invoed
lved , but the
damage had been done . 1 3
Poin ting out that cont inue d supe rvisi on of the armi
stice
was bein g jeop ardiz ed by cond ition s of lawlessnes
s~ the ICC
calle d on the co-ch airm en of the Gene va Conf erenc e
(Eden and Molo tov) for new instr uctio ns--w hich , it of 1954
:r:1ots had made nece ssary . Prim e Mini ster Nehr u o:f said~ the
cable d Eden and Molo tov. Stre ssing Sout h Viet nam' s India also
att:it lJde towa. rds the _TCe, he,~u.pported the Com missi host ile
on's
appe al for new instructions.~
At Gene va, ~he ques tions raise d by the ICC and Nehr
u
were kept off the agen da, and Eden and Molo tov
discu ssed the
matt er infor mall y. As the Fren ch and Vietn ames e had
given assu ranc es that the ICC woul d be prot ecte d in prom ptly
the
futu re, the Sovi et and Brit ish Fore ign Mini sters decid
ed to
adv~e Nehr u that the ICC could
now assum e that adeq uate
secu rity exis ted. l 5

. ..

r

The imme diate cris is had been met, but the elec tion
issue had only bee~ aggr avate d. The comm unist s serve
that they woul d make as much of it as poss ible. In d notic e
closi ng speec h at Gene va, Bulg anin state d that "the his
agree ment s on Indo china and othe r prob lems will not Gene va
postp onem ent. II Seve ra]. ds.ys late r Chou En-l ai attac tole rate
Diem regim e for perm~tting mob viole nce to ICC persoked the
nnel and
decla~ed that f!the ';[10st urge nt need at
pres ent is . . .
cons ultat ions on t::-l2 ques tion of gene ral elect ions
Ho Chi
Minh follo wed with a warn ing that the US impe riali.!!
sts
were
plan ning to keep Vietn am part ition ed inde finit ely.
Even the

13. (LOU)
-'4'

Msg~

Saigo n

- .,
5 i~ +-vO 0ta t e~ ,..,~~-, JU~
Stat e, 22 Jul 55.
(c) iVlSg,
Wash ingto n Post , 21 Jul 55,
14. (3) Msg, state 220
Post , 22 Jul 55, ;2!. 7.
"I.

~algon

('I'

298 to
- --

j~.

State~ 2Q Jul 55. (S)
(QUO
,.., _. on ~~
~,-- 2
. ) Msg, ~alg

Msg,
~o

.L..

State 215 to Saig on, 20 Ju1 55.

p. ~; 22 Jul 55~' p, 4.
to Saig on, 20 Jul 55. Wash ingto n

15. (C) Msg, Stat e 344 to Saigo n, 30 Jul 55.
55~ p. 7.

Post , 22 Jul

..
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French joined in the communist demand. Premier Faure warned
President Eisenhower at Geneva that unless steps were taken.
to arrange nation-wide elections in Vietnam, the West might
face a full-scale crisis in Indochina. 16

I

Franco-Vietnamese Relations

-I'

Diem's public announcement on 16 July only partially
the motives "that had led him to reject consultations.
In ~he Premierts mind this question was intimately bound to
the continued presence in Vietnam of the French High Command
and the FEe.
revea~~d

Although the Vietnamese National Army had been operating
independently of the French in the war·against the sects~ a
French officer still retained the title of Commander in Chief~
as well as paper responsibility for internal security~ and
the FEC still provided a pervasive military influence. Diem
reasoned that this situation made South Vietnam vulnerable to
communist propaganda depicting it as a French colony and, as
long as this was so, his negotiators could not meet with the
Viet Minh as representatives of a sovereign country.17
Diem therefore insisted that the French honor their
promise, made by Premier Mendes-France at the Geneva Conference of 1954, to turn over the High Command to the VNA and
to withdraw the French Army from Vietnam. He sent one of
his ministers, Nguyen Huu Chau, to France to negotiate this
question and also to secure a revision of Franco-Vietnamese
economiC, finanCial, and cultural accords. Chau was to
obtain the withdrawal of French ground troops, but was to
ask the French to leave naval and air forces, under Vietnamese
command, to provide logistical support for Vietnamese armed
forces and to pose a continuing threat to the Viet Minh. 18
Although there was little chance that the French would
place their military units under Vietnamese command, they
were anxious to withdraw the FEC and seemed willing to turn

16. Washington Post, 22 Jul 55, p. 7.
17 . (3) Msgs, Saigon 5677 to State, 6 Jun 55; State
5438 to sai~on, 11 Jun 55.
18. (S Msgs, Saigon 5705 to state, 7 Jun 55; 5731,

8 Jun 55.
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over the High Command to the VNA. As Nguyen Huu Chau arrived
in Paris~ therefore., he had good reason for optimism., But
at this jun~ture Diem raised another issue that antagonized
the French and interfered with the military talks. I~ began
to press for a change in the diplomatic relationship between
France and Vietnam.
'
The Premier demanded that Vietnamese affairs in France
be handled by the Foreign Office instead of by the Ministry
of Associated States, and that General Ely's successor,
fo~er llJ Representative Henri Hoppenot, be accredited to
the Vietnamese Govern~ent in the same fashion as other
foreign diplomats. The French curtly refused the first
reque§t, but __ did gO ,,_3_0 far as to give Hoppenot the title of
Ambassador instead of High Commissioner. His duties, however,
would include responsibility for Laos and Cambodia as well
as Vietnam and in all other respects would be the same as
those of the old High Commissioner. The High Commissariat
would not become an Embassy even in name. As a French diplomat explained to an American, for reasons of French domestic
politics the transition to new diplomatic forms could not be
done so abruptly as to raise delicate constitutional questions affecting the French Union. 1 9
Because Diem refused to accept their terms, the French
held up the military talks with Minister Chau. In July,
however, Diem at length relented and accepted IlAmbassador"
Hoppenot. But no sooner had the Hoppenot problem been
resQlved than Diem arrested two French officers suspected of
complicity in the bombing of several electric power stations
In .SaigolJ. and anno"L:'rJced that they would -:Je t:"-'lied in Vie.tnamese
courts for Tn.enaci::-ig the security of the state. Deeply anger'ec.."
the ?~eDch agai~ suspended the military talks u~til such tice
as Diem released tt-~2 offi c ers . 20

19.
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The deadlo'ck continued for several months until, late

in

1955, the French moved to ease relations' with Vietnam.

?irs~,

they transferred responsibility for Vietnamese affairs
.{'·2om the Ministry of Associated States to the Quai d I Orsay.
Next, they attempted- to quiet Diem's suspicions by refusing
to accept the assignment of a diplomatic representative of
the DRV to Paris and by making clear that the Sainteny
f.J[ission was in Hanoi for the sole purpose of protecting
French economic and cultural interests in North Vietnam.
FinaJly, following Diem's victory in the pop\llar referendum
(see helow), they recognized the Republic of Vietnam (RVN)
with Diem as its President. For his part; Diem at:last
released the two French officers to French custody~21

f

These concessions, however, failed to clear the way for
harmonious relations, for Diem seemed intent upon convincing
even the most hard-headed Frenchman that the French simply
were not welcome in Vietnam. In December he suddenly terminated the economic and financial accords that had been so
laboriously negotiated in late 1954. He imposed stringent
commercial regulations upon French businessmen, forcing them
to leave the country in increasing numbers. The outrage the
French felt at this trend was not assuaged by the realization
that the mounting activity of the United states in Vietnam
was fast· driving their former colony from the franc into the
dollar area. As a final blow to French pride, Diem withdrew
South Vietnam's representatives from the French Union
Assemb;ly.22
The

Campaig~

l.

I

Against the Se6ts

Part of the confidence that led to Diem's defiance of
France stemmed from his victory over the sects in May. This
victory had secured his position in Saigon, but in order to
prepare the way for his political program, Diem also
attempted to eliminate sect opposition from the provinces.
He undertook this ambitious task with an untrained army whose
loyalty had been only partially tested and with a political
following of uncertain strength.

21. ( S) Msg, Paris 2889 to
ParlS SECTO 17 to state, 17 Dec
. --.-22. (C) J.Vlsg, Paris 2886 to
1 Nov 55, p. 8.
(S) Msg, Saigon
--- ...

,err

State, 17 Dec 55. (C) Msg,
55 .
State, 17 Dec 55. NY Times,
2671 to State, 5 Jan 56 .
..... , ......
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The Binh Xuyen and Roa Rao remained Diem's strongest
adversaries. Remnants of Bay Vien's Binh Xuyen army, about
1,200 in number, had established themselves in the swamps
south of Saigon, where they preyed upon river traffic. The
Roa Hao posed a more serious threat. Although some 6,000
Roa Hao troops either had been integrated into the VNA or
had pledged loyalty to Diem, another 10,000 under Tran Van
Soai and Ba Cut ranged across South Vietnam from the
Cambodian frontier to the South China Sea. The headquarters
of both became rallying points for anti-Diem elements,
including Bao Dails emissary, former Chief of Staff Nguyen
Van Hinh. United States military intelligence officials
were convinced that French officers were supplying these
Roo. .Hao units .. and ..enc.ouraging. them· to attack the VNA.23
The Cao Dal car-y-led a double standard. The Pope, Pham
Tac, was cooperating with the other hostile sect
leaders in trying to overthrow Diem, but the Cao Dai military leader, Nguyen Thanh Phuong, supported Diem. Phuong
concluded an agreement with Diem, integrating the 15,000man Cao Dai army into the VNA and eventually succeeded in
stripping Tac of his temporal powers. Except for an abortive
attempt to take over the Revolutionary Committee, rormed
during the Saigon cris~s in May, the Cao Dai ceased to be a
major problem to Die~24
Con~
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By late sp~ing US intelligence officials believed that
they had solid evidence that the French were supporting the
sect·s against Diem. Not only had French officials· actively
hindered Diemts efforts to finish off the Binh Xuyen, but
they were known to be advising and supporting with money and
ammunition both tne Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao. The Deputy
Director for Intel=-~ger;ce., Joint Staff, informed the Chair-lTIeln.,
"
.-. nt v U ... eJ._.... ~,..., \......
;-,,- ,!I....,...L.
.
,; Ol
.. '.~ ,) vci.I.:.., on ..1 J tlne lJna lJ,
J....l,., appeurs l,.,na;,.the present French pla~s include the support of the dissident
sects against the Diem government in an effort to cause
event~al widespread revolt irr South Vietnam, making it necessary for the French Expeditionary Corps to intercede,
(~:ln~

,.,.!:,

.
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23. (TS) Msg, Saigon 5609 to State, 2 Jun 55. (TSNCFORN) Memo, DDI to CJCS., nRelationship between France and
the Diem Government in South Vietnam,lI l Jun 55.
6 -..j .........1 -.J-j:J...:...1..
~.J ~ 5
,- n,-,.(! t 55 ,pp. 14-.
'i
5
N'V
?_4. \.~ S) N"T"E
..L
1 ~ T,z..Lmes,
6 Nov 55, p. 33.
'I
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reestablish'internal security, and to sponsor a new government, tied closely to F~ance.
·through Bao Dai."
French help did· not save the sects. .After the battle
for Saigon, .Diem immediately threw· thirty VNA battalions
against the Roa Hao. Both Soal and Ba Cut, badly outnumbered,. suffered one defeat after another. By mid-July
the Rca Hac organization had disintegrated and its leaders
had taken refugetemporarlly in Cambodia. ' The flag of
South¥letnam was planted on all 'seyeri peaks of the Hoa Hao
'stronghold in the: Seven Mountains region of Southwest Vietnam.
On 20 September Diem opened the long-awaited campaign against
the Binh .Xuyen s-outh·-o-f--Sa1gon. - Twenty-two. VNA battalions
were con6entrated lri the area and in a surprisingly short
time wiped out organized resistance.
By the end of 1955 the Hoa Hao, Birth Xuyen, and Cao Dai
.. - .... had been eliminated as organized threats to the government.
There remained, however, th~ major operations of methodically
-des~roying, in province and village, the scattered bands of
sect guerrillas and the subversive Viet Minh elements. The
need fo~ a more extensive organization to accomplish th~s
25
task had become apparent even before the sects were crushed.

-I
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Organizing for Pacification

J '1~\I1

With the military defeat of the sects, the security
problem in South Vietnam assumed a new form. Hitherto, the
sects, militant and selfish but thoroughly anticommunist,
had constituted one menace to internal stability and orderly
government. The Viet Minh, with numerous armed agents in
addition to political cadres and front organizations, had
constituted another. As the sects lost hope of prevailing
over the national forces in combat, however, there

25.
(TS-NOFORN) Memo, DDI to CJCS, "Relationship Between
France and Diem Government in South Vietnam," 1 Jun 55.
..
(LOU) Msg, Saigon 1354 to State, 21 Sep 55.
(S) Msg, Saigon
2117 to State, 17 Nov 55. (C) Msg, Saigon 2192 to State,
-2~ Nov 55.
The remnants of the Hoa Hao armies broke into
roving guerrilla bands that were decimated and further
..-. -_ ..... -.# fragmented by a second offensive begun in November.
(S) Msg,
Saigon 3498 to State, 28 Feb 56.
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le.s.Q·2Y'S!1:ip fell prey to infil tration by Viet Minh cadres.
The ~nfluence of the Viet Minh soon became apparent in the
tactics of ~he sects. They began to concentrate less on
mllltary forays ~··Lg3.inst the VNA and more on subjugating the
vtll a{~e3 by Intlmlu"-t t.1.t'in and propaganda.
At the S.:l.Trle time,
.i.llt(·] ~i 1gence age;lcle;; In .Sali~on reported that the Vl et Mlnh
h~td :~trengthened :tt:,~ <.:~pabl1i ty for' infll tratloIl, u~bot~Jr.c,
~nd tt:::rrori~m at the village level.
Comrnunist subveraive
pres~ures were lliakine; themselves felt both through the :Jects
and through the Vi~t ~inhls own apparatus.
The VNA had been deployed throughout South Vietnam in
a ,manner that kept the Viet Minh and the sects 'from becoming
."' too aggressive. But in the late fall of 1955, the General
Staff began to regroup ma~y of the scattered battalions and
form them lnt·o dIV~is1c:fnS' for training purposes. Thus,
exte~slve security forces were clearly needed:
first, to
check and ultim~~ely destroy the Vie~ Minh-sect combination;
:~~~se~~nd, ~O~~~i~.fO~ thg g~~ernment~the confiden~e a;Q~ .,
t...~ u=gia.dce 0... v.. ~e peop.!.e. 2
Al" the Sal,i.e time a neea ex..1.S veQ
~o improve the quality 0: indigenous officers engaged in
~~2if~c~~ion oper2tio~s.
One plan for filling this neeo
~~a~ found favorab:e ~tten~io~ in Was
Colon 1 Edward G. ~ansda:e, T]SA?,

-i

..

Colonel Lansdale reasoned that US doctrines of unconventional warfare could be s~rengthened by including
dis~inctively Asian tactics that had ~roved sound in
pra~tice.
The situation in Vietnam~ he believed, closely
pa~alleled that faced by ~he Philippines during the Ruk wa~
of 1950-51. 3ec~u3e ~he ?ilipinos were very proud of the
uncor.ventio~a~ ~e~~OQS ~hey had employed to Eliminate the
l-:i...i!{ :::er..ace, Colo:;-~e: J-I5.:-.sda,2e suggested tnat the Uni ted
S"":.a'te: devise a. ~·~CZ:;·2.::. £'or ~rc..ining V:ietna:nese o:. . f:..ce~s ::.:-.
~~e ?~ilinpine3
~y
?~:i~i~c
c~ficers who were veterans of
lo'
...
t:~e ~Il:k

~

campaign. 2,.

r.

passed Colonel

...- ... :': Chiel-'f, ~)l~ Staitj:·. ~
Adr::ir'al ·?tdford, loJno i~. t·';.rn referred i~ to the Chief of
!",os.;;.~,

~O.
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Stal'f, .t..rmy, Genera} Maxwell D.' Taylor, for comment.
.,..

-

--_._ ....

General
agrt?cd with Colonel Lansdale that the benefits of
SlH,'Ct"~,~ful J\;-:>t0.n ai!'Lic\)Tllrnuni~it d()('0r~_ne would be lost if the

'.r:J.y'lL'Ir

..' . . linitl.'ct

:';tatc~1

jn~i:1:;tl_~d

~;ol{·~ly

()n

Jt~)

own

rn(·,·th()d~.

l'I1()rcov(~r,

tl('~

polnted out, IIrp1I(\ p~;ycb()lo[!,iea:t impacL (iI' J\~llan aid f'()y·
another Asian country, wl.thout apparent US Invol vernent" has
the definite advantage of furthering the concept of Asian 8
self-help and unity in the face of Communist subversion." 2
The Joint Chiefs of Staff on 12 September agreed with
General Taylor's analysis and solicited CINCPAC's views. In
reply, Admiral Stump enthusiastically endorsed the Lansdale
Plan and, having found Filipino military leaders anxious'to
help, recommended t.ha.t. a t;rainj.ng program in countersubverslon
be set up in the Philippines, within the framework of SEATO,
to train selected Vietnamese officers, who in turn would
serve as instructors in Vietnam. On 1 November 1955 the Joint
Chiefs of Staff approved Admiral Stump's recommendation and,
after secl.:.ring the concurrence of the Secretary ·of Defense A
authorized CINCPAC to budget for and plan such a program.2~
Diem's Political Program
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Diem, by making significant gains in reducing the menace
of lawless and subversive elements, advanced his chances of
success on the political front. Diem began the campaign on
this front in the summer of 1955 with important assets tha~
he had lacked before the crisis of April and May. tllS
victory in the battle of Saigon, and the apparent progress
of the pacification program daily increased the Prime
Minister's popular following throughout the country. Also,
the United States had DOW reached the firm decision that the
Diem government offered the only hope of achieving a stable,
democratic, and secure Republic of Vietnam. Consequently,
both Diem and his opponents, foreign and domestic, knew that
U0 support and financial assistance for South Vietnam was

28. (S) JCS 1992/468, 15 Jul 55, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48)
(2) sec 9.
29. (S) Msg, JCS 988351 to CINC?AC, 12 Sep 55 (¢erived
from JCS 1992/477)., same file, sec 11. (S) Memo, JCS to
SeeDef, "Training of the Vietnamese Army.," 1 Nov 55 (derived
from JCS 1992/490), same file, sec 14. (C) N/H of JCS
1992/490, 2 Dec 55, same file.
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virtually assured as long as Diem remained at the helm.
Pinally, Diem had purged the army leadership of officers
friendly to the sects, and the army's loyalty to him personaJ 1y increased with each Victory over' the sects.

..:.

As Diem I s '~::itrength and self -confidence grew, those
features of his administration that had long worried US
diplomats became more evident. Despite his profession of
democratic princip1es, Diem appeared more and more authoritarian and less and less tolerant of opposition--trends for
which informed Vietnamese citizens and foreign missions held
the 3 United States responsible. The Cabinet of "technicians"
was completely dominated by Diem, who in turn was heavily
influenced by his brothers. The Prime Minister seemed to
have no int-ent-i-oh of'--c-hangirig the composition of his regime
until after the institutions of constitutional government
had been established, and those he now meant, apparently, to
build and control himself.

I
I

Diem's plans for national political action reflected
. both his new self-confidence and his growing authoritarianism.
These plans called for achieving constitutional government in
three stages. As a first step, Diem intended to hold a
national referendum in late October. The people would be
asked to decide whether or not to depose Bao Dai as Chief of"
~}tate, and whether or not to designate Diem Chief of State
with a mandate t'o organize a government. If this referendum
turned out as expected, a second would follow in November,
in which the people would be asked to approve a draft constitution prepared by Diem. Communal and municipal election~
would also be held. Then, to complete the sequence, direct
elections for a national assembiy would take place in
December.3 0
Ambassador Reinhardt viewed these ambitious plans with
some concern. He pointed out to Diem 'that the complex
mechanics of such a program would be difficult to execute
and that its undemocratic features would be appare~t both at
~ome and abroad.
Elections for a national assembly should
be held first, h~ advised, and then that organization cou16
de2} with the questions of Bao Dai and a constitutio~.
But
Diem argued that an assembly would take too long to depose
'. --

30. (s)

Msg~

Saigon 1468 to state, 28 Sep 55.
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,r_Bao Dai and to approve a constitution. -In ,the end it might
produce an unacceptable c-onstitution that provided too much
parliamentary authority over the government. Vietnam, he
'-emphasized, could not in this phase of its development afford
to risk the instability of French-style parliamentary governmente Underlying Diem's attitude, in the Ambassador's
opinion, was a determination to prevent a national. assembly
from gaining too much power before he had fully established
his own political supremacy.
Diem had made it clear to the Ambassador that he did not
need-the advice of the United- states to carry out his
political program. As the Ambassador informed Washington,
- US influence in -'thl-s -rriatt-e-r--w8.ff dist-lfictly limited because'
Diem realized that the United States was committed to backing
him and that US support could therefore be taken for granted.
Despite the undesirable features in Diem's political program,
Ambassador Reinhardt believ~~ it "preferable to further procrastination and haggling."j
Diem announced that the first referendum would be held
on 25 October. From his chateau on the French Riviera, Bao
Dai made a last vain attempt to reassert his former authority.
He appealed to the United States, France, and Great Britain
t"o'- di~regard the results of the "undemocratic" referendum.
Several-days later he hurried to_ Paris and is§~ed a decree
dismissing Diem as Prime Minister of Vietnam . .:)
The decree
proved ~s ineffectual as the appeal. Bao Dai's ability to
influence Vietnamese politics had vanished with the power of
the. discr~gited sect chieftains, and Diem was no longer
dependent- -upon either for support.::r Recognizing this fact,
the great powers ignored the fulminations of the Chief of
State.
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'The'Vietnamese people trooped to the polls on the
appointed day and were given a ballot printed with pictures
of'··a scowling Baa Dai on one side and a smiling Diem on- the
other.' Over 98 percent of the voters tore the ballot in two,
dropping Bao tai's picture on the ground and Diem's picture
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31. (S) Msgs, Saigon 1483 to State, 29 Sep 55; 2378,
6 Dec 55.
32. NY Times, 19 Oct 55, p.-l.
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into the ballot box.33 The balloting clearly expressed the
ove~~helming desire of the Vietnamese to riq themselves of
Baa Dai. What elne it expressed was open to question. The
pr~-eJ.ection campaign had been energetic and one-sided, with
the activities of opposition groups impeded by governmental
restrictionG. Diem I s undeniable succes~, repor·ted J\mbac..:.
sader Reinhardt, lay not so much 'in his vl<.:tor·y percentage
n~ in the large turnout of voters and the orderly and
democratic fashion in which the balloting had been conducted.34
~

~
Apparently emboldened by the unexpected success of his
exneriment with democracy, Diem modified the remainder of
his program and in effect did what the United States had
beer.-·urging-;· . The·-day·after··the election he issued a Provisional Constitutional Act establishing Vietnam as a
republic, naming himself President, and changing the titles
of all Minis~e~s to Secretaries and all Ministries to Departments. He then created a commission to draft a constitution
that would be submitted, not to the people as had been planned, but to the future national assembly. A commi§sion was
also set up to arrange elections for the assembly.55

After publication of the Provisional Constitutional Act,
Vietnamese political parties, in anticipation of election
d&Y, took on clear~r lines. The two largest and most powerf't:.l :;x"trties, the j~u tional Revolutionary Movement (HRi'~) and
trle hcvolutloDG.-ry VJorkvrs Party (RWP), were solidly behind
n.1.br~.
The NRIVI, hr. ()utr.;l""'owth of the old Hevolutionary Comn~ittee, was largely controlled by Diem r s brother, Ngo Dinh
Ce.!:.
T:-.e RHP W5.S led by c.nother of Diem r s brothers, Kgc
~~n~ Nhu. 6The most impor~ant opposition parties, such as the
=ai vlet,3 were only mildly opposed to Dieo. Nevertheless,
t~ey an~ounced that they would boycott the election beca~se
[iE: refused to per'i74~ "C thera greater freedom to campaign against

33. ~bid., 24 Oct ~~, p. 1.
34. ~/S) Msg, Saigon 1846 to State, 25 Oct 55.
35. '"" U) {~1sg, Sc_igon 1857 to State, 27 Oct 55. (3) Msg,
0-~~~r
~k 7 to uC~~~e
~7 V
~ct 55 •
(u) 1Msg
~
l" a. v
i
,
u~-~g
a. J.. o.L~ 0007 ~v C
state, 20 Nov 55. (oue) Msg, Saigon 1911 to state. 3G Oct 55.
S6. Dai Viet (National Party of Greater Vietnam) WaS a
~atio~alist party d2ti~g back to World War II.
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Diem
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37. (C) M.Sg" Sai
4 to St ate , :0 Fe b 56 . (S)
63 -56 , 17 Ju l 56 . (C)~onDe324
NIE
pt
Co nfe ren ce, Ba ckg rou nd Pa pe of St ate , PST 5/5 0, "K ara ch i
092 As ia (6- 25 -48 ) (2) sec r on Vi et- Na m, " 16 Fe b 56, CCS
.
~
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the US Government welcomed the French withdrawal,
the Dnase-out of French troops combined with other developments to retard progress of the program Generals Collins and
Ely had worked out in December 1954 to strengthen the Vietnamese forces.
According to the Collins-Ely Minute of Understanding,
signed by the two generals on 13 December 1954, the Chief
of the MAAG, acting under the French Commander in Chief for
Indoch1na, wan to be responsible for training the Republic
ofV1etnam Armed Forces (RVNAF). Although this agreement,
because of diplomatic procrastination in Paris, did not go
1nto effect until 12 February 1955, General 0'Dan1el began
immediately to organize the joint Franco-American group that
became -known -as' the "'Training-Relations Instruction Mission.
This mission, separate from the MAAG, consisted of all
'and US advisory and training personnel in Vietnam,
as well as French cadres with Vietnamese units. It was
organized in two echelons. The TRIM staff advised and
assisted the Vietnamese Ministry of Defense, the General
S~aff, and the Arms and Services Directorate, while the TRIM
Advi~ory Group advised and assisted subordinate headquarters,
schools, training center, agencies, and installations. "The
variGus sections of TRIM were commanded either by a US
u:':"'~"('er with a French associate or by a French officer wi th
~;. l;~) associate.
All 1r:ere responsible to General 0' Daniel,
w~o ~ierv2d as Cr. ief' of both TRIM and MAAG.39
Frei~C~"

. J'.lri:1g 1955 r:':~I;-v'I occupied itself in vrganiz1ng a milischool systetl, setting up programs for training officers
3pecicS.l1s"Cs :::"r: -~ne Uni ted states and other countries," ana
redu(1ng the language barrier b~twee~ the US and French
i~str~c~ors a~d thei~ Vietnamese pupils.
Much time and
t!1c".;.,e;Lt went in1;o planr. ing for reorgani~ing and training the
ar~y on a divisiona: rather than a battalion basis.
In this
a:.. . . e=., ho'W€ver, Tn I:·': accomplished little beyond the planning
stage during 1955. 40
t~ry
'-.::~

39.

TRIM Briefing, in (TS) Report of Visit
C. Clarke, Commanding General, U.S. Army,
Wes~ern Pacific and Southeast ASia, 6-29 Sep 55
c~ted as Clarke Report), Vol. III, CCS 092 Asia
E~~ce

(2) EP pt

5.

40. Ibid.
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One reason for this slow progress was the continued
employment of the army in operations against the sects.
A~other was the reduction of French personnel assigned to
TRIM. As the Fr~nch reduced the strength of the FEC, they
also cut the strength of the French component of TRIM.
Between April and November 1955, for instance, the number
of French. assigned to TRIM dropped from 268 to 122. The
justification offered by the French for this reduction was
that the French members of TRIM were being relegated to
secondary and passive. roles. Yet, in the same period the
Frenc~jealously guarded the Vietnamese Navy and Air Force
fro~ even token US influence, and the training of those
services remained almost exclusively under French purview. 4l
-

_.

-. -

-

-

The rapid reduction of the FEC, together with the continuing need for employing the VNA in the pacification program, not only slowed the pace of training activities, but_
also left South Vietnam unprepared to cope with aggressionby the DRV. This lack of forces capable of meetin'g external
aggression led the RVN to press for US support of higher
force levels.
Revision of Vietnamese Force Levels
In November 1954 the United states, on General Collins'
recommendation, had agreed to support a Vietnamese force
of 88,000 men; the 170,000 men of the armed forces were to
be reduced to this figure by 1 July 1955. However, in
January 1955 the RVN had persuaded the US Government to
support a force of 100,000 men by December 1955, but it had
soon become apparent that even this goal was unrealistic.
The conflict with the sects, the continued buildup of Viet
Minh subversive pressures, and the reduction of the FEC
emphasized the undesirability of scaling down the army too
soon. Moreover, the Vietnamese lacked the necessary administrative machinery to demobilize efficiently within the time
allotted. The RVN were also able to make a good case that
large-scale demobilization would add heavily to the burden

41. (S) Msg, CHMAAG Vietnam MG 1191 F to CNO, 17 Nov

55, DA IN 181427, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 15. (S)
Msgs, State 2520 to Saigon, 24 Jan 56; Saigon 4070 to State,
7 Apr 56.
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of an econoT7".Y already strained by its effort to SUPP9rt
large; numbe~s of unemployed refugees from the north. 42
T.n AUG".lst 19:)5, tberefore, General 0' Daniel proposed
a new ad(Justment in force levels. He recommended that for
the b.:-tlance of J \)55 tLe u.s Government ~~upport a milItary
ct-;tablishment oi' l~)O.,U()() men, plus 10,000 ~)ect trouTJ~.; by
the end of lily 19 1)6 thi8 160, OOO-TIlan force would be reduced
tn 1jC, 000 men. rrhe J 50, OOO-man force: would be organized

1~t~ four field and six light divisions, thirteen territorial regimen~3, one airborne RCT, and support troops. The
force bases would include an air force and a navy of limited
size. 43
- ---.- ---. Ambassadc~ rteinhardt and CINCPAC fully endorsed Ge~eral
cr~a~iel's proposal, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff advised
the Secretary of Defense that the recommended force bas~s

should be accepted. The Department of Defense subsequently
the O'Daniel Plan, and MAAG immediately began planning for the reorganization of Vietnamese forceft4according
to US concepts and at the newly approved level.
.
a~proved

The rev1sio~ of force levels, the independence of the
RVN, and the withdrawal of the French seemed to call for a.
lle&3:Jcssmen-c of' the mission of the RVNAF. Drafting US policy
tuvurds Vietnam in August 1954, the NSC, apparently expecting
":Lc,7EC to' uetcr or block any Viet Minh invasion, had
d'~.:fiLl:d the I;~icsiorl cf Vietnamese for(\es as maintenance of
l~~ernal security.
For almost two years this was to remai~
the sole missio~ approved by the NSC. In fact, however, the
U~it~d states had organized and supported Vietnamese forces
or~ t:~e assu:'ip-cic:: t;~-:a t tney iJight be called upon to perfor:n
an ~dditicnal mission--limited) but effective, initi21
resis0ance to external aggression.
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C:NC?AC, 9 Aug 55, sa~~ file, sec 10.
~3. (TS) Msg~ CHMAAG Indochina to CIKCPAC, 9 Aug 55,
sar:£ :file.
L4. (TS) Msg, CINC?AC to OSD, 10 Aug 55, same file.
(r:;:-'S) ~·~emo, JCS to Sec ~ef, "Revised Force Bases for Vietr:arf!,
19 ;;:.;.g 55" (derived frc,m JCS 1992/472), same file.
(S) Xsg,
Saigcn 186 to State, 14 :ul 55, same file, sec 9.
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record makes it clear that Vietnamese forces were
bC::':lg oeveloped tc perform both missions, for in 1955 the
2tated objective of the fvlutual Defense Assistance Program
UftDAP) in South Vietnam was to assist in organizing, equip''':'
ping, and training Vietnamese forces in order to tlin~ure the
maintenance of internal security and provide limited initial
resiGtance to attack by the Viet Minh.1I Moreover, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff recommended as one US military objective in
Vletna~ the promotion' of eventual Vietnamese participation
in ,SEATO, and it was their opinion that the members of the
pact should have the capability of resisting armed attack. 45
~~e

When the que'sfiO'n of force-levels arose in July 1955,
Ambassador Reinhardt pOinted out the desirability of
re-examining the mission as defined by the NSC, and Admiral
Stump declared that failure to include the mission of deterring aggression and delaying a Viet Minh attack invited such
an attack and reduced the value of US aid to Vietnam. But,
despite the need felt by these US officials for revision of
the NSC definition of the RVNAF mission, t6he NSC statement
remained unchanged until September 1956. 4
MAAG's Personnel Problems
The increase in force levels and the cutback in the
French training mission put TRIM in ,a difficult position.
Even w'ith French help, advisers and instructors had been too
thinly spread through the Vietnamese military establishment.
Now the training requirement was greater and the personnel
to accomplish it fewer. MAAG had similar problems. General
O'Danie1 had transferred 220 of his 342 men to TRIM in
February 1955, and, with the French withdrawing personnel
engaged in processing MDAPequipment, MAAG found it difficult
to supervise redistribution and use of this material. As
45. (s) JCS 2099/4 66, 14 Mar 55, CCS 092 (8-22-46) (2)
BP pt 7.
(S) JCS 2099/603, 7 Apr 56, same file, BP pt 9.
(TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, "Objectives for the Department of
Defense International Security Plan," 1 Mar 55 (derived from
JCS 2101/189), CCS 381 u.s. (1-31-50) sec 52.
(TS) JCS
2099/540, 17 Nov 55, CCS 092 (8-22-46) (2) sec 20.
46. (S) Msg, Saigon 186 to State, 14 Jul 55, CCS 092
Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 9.
(TS) Ms~, CINCPAC to DA for OSD,
30 Jul 55, same file, sec 10.
(TS) NSC 5612/1, 5 Sep 56,
same file, sec 26.
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(~-'j:('r?. . :. C I l);.:inleJ . had reJ)orted thnt ll(~ ne(.'dl~~d
3.uthorized strength to accomplish the rni3;3iun a.GGit:;ned hirH. ~7

3ut the Unitec. states had decided that, although not a
it would abide by the provisions of the agreement
r::::r-..u.s, a.c cording to Department of sta. te interpretation, P'_rt~cle 16 of the agreement, which limited foreign
1:1i1i tary persor.l.nel in Vietnam to the number present in July
1954, limited the number of n4AG spaces to no more than 342.
~oth Admiral stump and General O'Daniel argued forcefully
for a change in the l)epartment of State r s ruli~-::g. The Commander in Chief, Pacifi~ believed that the policymakers in
Washington . . _were. , ... t_o. an. alarming degree, permitting fear of
offending the ICC to influence the course of US policy
~~eir attitude he characterized as one of "le~ning over so
far backward v:e are apt to fallon our faces. 48
5ig~atory,
o~ Vietnam..

Or. 2 Novesber :955 Admiral stump, in a long caole, laid
his case before th~ Chief of Naval Operations. He argued that
i!"l r28tric~ing f\)r'I2:tgn military personnel in Vietnam the
Vletnam Agree~e~~ s~ecif~ed no nationality and clearly dealt
i.n totals of communist aDd noncommunist foreign troopu.
u~le3s there was a~ i~crease in the total number of noncom~~~i6t troops in Vietnam, he said, it could not be validly
(:on"te:.ded ttat t:.e a.rmistice of agreerr~ent had been violated.
?herefore replaceme~t o~ Frenc~ by US personnel did ~ot
~ -; a+ e
-......~
C -. e ~
-, ",,'c: v_
.-' f' ...\.I....
"h e
,-. --="'''~ eeme.l... t ar.d .::>oI.J.Ou
,. . 1,.- ., . . u~ ~oe pruYllp i.J.l.Y
v ....~ v..:..
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autho~ized.
It was bad enough to be ~ictured in Asi~ as a
!)aper tiger~ he cOrlcJ..uCieci: bu'S Ileven a pa:;er tiger would
lese face if he SrlOWec. fear of possible Co~munist words. 1149
0"".
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3'V.:..... ~:~ "Cool·: CINCPAcr s plea to the Joint Chiefs
aaa~~s ~~~ own s~~c~g endorsement.
They agree6,
memo::::-as.r:d.i":..T:i. to t~e Secretary of Defense stated:

P._dri"~iral

of St&f:,
a:1C :::-. a

T~e

Joi~~

Ct~ef~ of Staff concur ~n the
~~27 te~ieve that it would

views of CINCFAC.

~7.

(3) i·lsg, c:-r~·:l.AAG :l·:.c.ochina IvIG :'25 ft. to CNO, 1.0 Feb

55, DA :N l17629, same fi~e, SeC 4.
48. (8) Msg, CINC?AC to CKO, 28 Feb 56.
49. (3) Msg, C:NCPAC to eNO, 2 Nov 55, CCS 092 Asia
(6-25-48) (2) sec 15.
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be realistic to interpret the provisions of
the Geneva Agreement to permit replacement
of French military personnel, withdrawn
from the Combined Training Organization
(TRIM) without replacement, by U.S. military personnel. Similarly, it should be
permissible to replace French military technicians, withdrawn without replacement from
execution of the- MDAP redistribution activit~es, by U.S. military technicians.
Accordingly, it is recommended that the Secretary
of Defense inform the National Security
Council of -·thegrav±-ty of the· situation in
Vietnam, requesting authority to raise the
342 limitation on U.S. military personnel
in Vietnam to replace, as required, French
personnel withdrawn without replacement from
the training and MDAP equipmentredistribution program.5 0

Transmitting these views to the Secretary of State on
13 December, the Secretary of Defense added his own emphatic
concurrence. Conceding that the political impact of such a
move as advocated by the Joint Chiefs of Staff would have to
be carefully studied, Secretary Wilson suggested that this
time military considerations might well outweigh political
considerations. The Chief, MAAG, he continued, had been made
responsible for the mission defined by the NSC, but had been
denied the means to accomplish it. "If a favorable solution
to this problem is not forthcoming in the immediate future,"
wrote Secretary Wilson, "It is considered that the NSC militaryobjective should ce revised downward so as to reflect
a mission which might reasonably be accomplished by MAAG,
Viet Nam."5 1
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The "NSC military objective" in Vietnam was not revised
nor was the Chief, MAAG, immediately given the additional
..--:

50.

(S) Memo, JCS to SecDef, "Raising U.S. Military
Personnel Ceiling of MAAG Vietnam" (derived from JCS 1992/500),
9 Dec 55, same file, sec 16.
51. (S) Ltr, SecDef to SecState,13 Dec 55, N/H of
JCS 1992/500, 14 Feb 56, same file.
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personnel he deemed essential; the explanation may, in part
at least, lie in the relative calm in SoutheasteastAsia and.
the more sanguine view taken by'US officials of the security
threat.
The Security Threat
Although in 1954 the Viet Minh went through the outward
motions of compliance with the Vietnam Agreement calling for
the withdrawal of their forces, it had been rapidly apparent
tha~~they, in' fact, were not doing so.
The year 1955 brought
r~neweq evidence that the Viet Minh were not abiding by the
Agreement. Intelligence sources continued to report that the
Viet flIinh were ._~~~Y:!D.g_ behind__.substantial numbers of trained.
military personnel in civilian guise while withdrawing new
recruits to North Vietnam for training and indoctrination~
French and VNA units moving into areas evacuated by the Viet
Minh frequently discovered arms and ammunition caches, confirming that the Viet Minh had further plans for South Vietnam.
'\

I
[

•r

By late 1955" when the last Viet Minh units had left
South Vietnam" a number of agents remained behind to direc~
the subsequent phases of the enemy campaign to unite the
Vietnamese under Hanoits rule. United states officials did
not have an accurate estimate of the number of cadres left
behind but clearly saw the threat these men represented.
liThe biggest danger facing ,south Vietnam (other than outright
renewal of hostil:::ties) is that of a Vlet Minh decision to
exercise its very extensive capability for widespread
ter'rorlst-guerri~LI.3. activities" If the Deputy Director for
Intelligence, J·:.:int ;'jtaff, J_n:"'o:rrn.ed AdIn:l.I·al Radford on
22 November 19S~.
~~2 deciSion-to engage in such warfare
would be taken by Ha~oi only after it found itself unable,
because of South T·":c·~·n2.m f s ~Lr:i.C reasing strength and st5.-bili ty ,"
to conquer ~hrou~h political means
Adm~ral Radford noted"
however, that i t wO·L.~~_d be It increasingly difficult II for- the
\T-ie~
'=<T.T~:\~
v ..... u M~nh +-·0 ncr.c>-iv ....
vvc.y '·'T-..L~";-',:!f -:-:;:,r"n()Y'~s+- acr~v..!!t-"es d. . s 1u ..r ey
had done in the past.
o
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Gen.eral 0\ Danie2. die.
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that trle Viet Mir"'!!l !1a.d

a very Il extensive" guerrilla capability. They nad" he thoaght,
much less paramilitary strength than they had a year before.
He predicted that this strength would'continue to dwindle.
Accepting this judgment., the Deputy Director for Intelligence
informed the Chairman, 30in'~, Chiefs of Staff" on 19 Decem"beY'
1955 that the present Viet Minh guerrilla capability was not
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sufficient to ~ake over tpe. country and that only thr'ough a
resumption of hostilities could they,wi~ Sbuth Vietnam.52
Thus' au 1955 drew to a close the trend of events in
Vietnam appear"ed favorable to US pollcy. Thin trend
Geemed to bode well for the establishment of a reasonably
stable government and a security climate in which.the new
republic might well become a dependable link in the chain of
resistance to communist expansion in ,Asia.
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52. (s) Rpt, Intelligence Advisory Committee, "Vietminh
Violations of the Geneva Agreements through 31 December
1954," 21 Jan 55; (S) Memo, DDI, JS to CJCS, "Emerging
Pattern-South Vietnam," 22 Nov 55. (8) Memo, DDI, JS to
CJCS, "Comments by'LTG Q'Danie1 on 12 Dec 55," 19 Dec 55.
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CHAPI'ER VI'

DEVELOPMENTS IN NORTH VIErNAM

When the Gen~va settlement formally-acknowledged
de·..Jacto· Viet Minh contro-l in the'northern half of Vietnam,
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam had been exercising
, authority over large areas in the north for nine years.

L:

[

.... . .:., L

This pre-Geneva experien:ce provided a governmental.
framework that eased the DRV' s task of assuming complete ~.
governmental control in 1954; the DRV soon found, however,.
that economic and political problems had been substituted
for military ones. Before Geneva, the regime could command
the support of the population simply by waging an effective
war for independence and, when faced with economic and
social problems, could convincingly attribute them in one
way or another to colonialism. Thus the Viet Minh, and
hence the DRV, although bearing few of the responsibilities
and costs of real governmental power, nevertheless enjoyed
great popularity and public cooperation. The Geneva Agreements ended this state of affairs, and visited new and
taxing demands upon the DRV government .
Evacuation of Refugees

Il:
i:::',

1..

I::.

The Vietnam Agreement provided that French and Viet
Minh forces be regr0uped in their respective zones within
300 days after the armistice became effective. Withdrawal
of French forces was to be accomplished in three stages:
from the Hanoi perimeter by the end of 80 days; from the
Haiduong perimeter by the end of 100 days; and from the
Haiphong perimeter by the end' of 300 days. Hanoi and
Haiduong were evacuated on schedule, leaving Haiphong the
last French foothold in the north. The transfer of the
Haiphong enclave from French to Vi~t Minh hands began on
22 April 1955 and was completed on 16""May, two days before
the deadline. The transfer was accomplished without
inCident, and the DRV.thus assumed full responsibility,
pending a final political settlement and unification of the
country, for the administration of a~l Vietnamese territory
north of the 17th Parallel .
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In adQ.ition to the regro~ping "of military',forces, "the
Vietnam Agreement also prov:ided, that civilians on either
side of the ~eri1a.racation line desiring to move 'to the other
~ide should be permitted and helped to' do so. ,-, The Agreement
specified the same period o'f'time for such transfers as for
the removal of' the military forces--300 days.'
Within a few days of the signing of the Geneva Agreements, however" it became apparent that the French and the
South Vietnamese would be unable to handle ,the evacuation
of th~thousands of refugees electing to migrate from North
to ~outh Vietnam., Ambassador Heath reported ,early in
August 1954 that the refug¢e program was being gravely
endangered by Viet Minh terrorism, South Vietnamese incom:petence, and "inc"orrigl'bly:weak U " French staff work. The,
President should be advised, he added, that only bold US '
leadership could prevent failure~l . Thus ,alerted, the
United States Government responded'with alacrity when the
French and South Vietnamese, on 7 August 1954, requested
assistance. General 0' taniel, as coo'rdinator of refugee
affairs, mobilized'all appropriate US, French, and Vietnamese agencies to carry out what had been christened "0per-,
ation Exodus." Rear Admiral Lorenzo S. Sabin, USN, w?-s
designated by CINCPAC to organize Task Force 90, consisting
of 41 troop and cargo ships and 10 support vessels. Task
Force go was charged with assisting the French, who were
conducting both sea and air lift, to transport refugees
from Haiphon~ to reception centers at Saigon and Cap
St. Jacques.
'
United States officers found the staging areas 'at Hanoi,
Haiduong, and Haiphong in a state" of confusion and disorganization. Swarms of refugees jammed tent cities, public
buildings, and even the streets. Sanitary conditions were
deplorable. Viet Minh agents used all manner of tactics to
induce or compel the emigrants to return to their homes.
Communist photographers patrolled the beaches, photographing
what one American described as the French "herding operation." French officers showed great reluctance to cooperate with the Americans. Admiral Sabin was denied permission
1. fS~ ,MSg, Saigon 458 to State, 5 Aug 54, DA IN 76895.
2. U "Exodus Report on a Voluntary Mass Flight to
Freedom, Viet-Nam, 1954,11 Dept of State Bulletin, 5 Feb 55,
pp. 223-224. Hereafter cited as Exodus Report.
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to send a communlcatlonsteam ashore unless it wereintegrated' into the French Army, and United states -'medical
officers were' unable to' 'secure an audience wi th repre~ent~
atives of the French medical 'servic'e to discuss preventive
medicine for the r~fugee3. On~ Frcinch officer, with-more'~
candor than discretion, advised a US obse'rver'that "You
people have the, job of supplying' the money and the ships.·
Please don't try' to' tell us how to run our end of the show.',
.We will' run, it the 'way we 'think best~rr3,'
,
Conditions' at- the reception' centers -about Saigon were"
somewhat better" than 'in the 'staging areas~' A. joint US-:.
French-Vietnamese headquarters was established to coordinate'
refugee activities, and the development of reception centers
was, undertaken-- as .-a"-~-j oint ent-erpri-se. ·France and the United
States supplied large quantities of, tentage, -and'messing;{,,;" ',' ,sani tary, and hospital facilities,. as well- as supervisory'
'
personnel.' The South Vietnamese, for their-part, furnished
military units to be used as labor battalions. A number or
private relief organizati'ons assisted greatly' at all ,stages
of the effort. Expansion of the centers, however, failed
to keep pace with the influx of immigrants, owing mainly to
South Vietnamese' vacillation and incompetence, rotation of
personnel, and differences between the VNA and the 'Saigon
government. The planned resettlement of refugees also
lagged, thereby contributing to the congestion at the
reception centers.' Effective and-extensive land reform,
which would have absorbed most of the immigrants, became an'
impossibility as the Diem-Hinh- conflict delayed- the-pacifi-,
cation program. Although 30,000 Tonkinese had been establis,hed as farmers on uncultivated lands in Bien Rca by 14
September, the majority of the refugees settle down to
months of waiting in the reception camps.4
The French emp~oyed the~r entire n~val force in Indo~
china to carry out the evacuation of refugees. In addition
30 c-47s of the French Air Force were used to evacuate
refugees. The first US vessel to participate directly begari
evacuating personnel on 16 August. During August, the peak

3. (T~) Memo, W.J. Lederer to' OINCPAC, "Report on
Trip to Indochina~ ': '30 Al;lg 54.
'
4. Exodus Report, pp. 226-228. (S) Msgs, Saigon 613
to State, 17 Aug 54; 723~ 25 Aug 54, DA IN 8079§.
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month for evacuation, 177,000 persons were carried southward
to Saigon. The f~ow began dropping off in September with
155,000 civilian and milita1'Y personnel being evacuated
auring that month'. The United States Military Attache at
Saigon ascribed this! diminution to Viet Minh terror tactics
and the inadequacy of the reception and relocation program
at Saigon. During November the number of evacuees dropped
to 65,000. Nevertheless, by 2q November a total ,of 473,000
persons had been recorded leaving North Vietnam. This did
not include many thousands of Vietnamese who, out of fear
of Viet Minh reprisals, had walked southward across the
l7:t;h Parallel.5 '.
,
The-evacuati:on--o-f' re£-ugees continued until 16 May 1955
when the closure of Haiphong officially terminated Operation
Exodus. Between August 1954 and May 1955, a total of
620,000 refugees had elected' ··to leave the communist north
for an uncertain future in the south. Most of these were
Roman Catholics likely to be singled out for persecution if
they had remained. Approximately half of the emigrants
were moved to the south by the US Navy, and, in all, Task
Force 90 transporteg 304,704 refugees, 68,727 tons of cargo,
and 8,114 vehicles.
'
The total number. of refugees would doubtless have been
much higher but for the terroristic tactics consis:t,entj.y
applied by the Viet Minh to would-be emigrants throughout
the entire 300-day period. Intimidati.on of refugees by the
Viet Minh led to widespread sentiment in the free world for
extending the truce deadline beyond 18 May 1955. The South
I

III,.',,,
.','

'P ..

5. (S) OCB Status Report, "Indochina Economic and
Financial Programs," 3 Nov 54, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec
86. (S) Msg, USARMA Saigon MG-8l5-54 to DA, 12 Oct 54,
DA IN 91346, same file.
(C) Memo, COMAMPHIBSQDN ONE to
ADM Radford, "St?-t1stical Summary Indochina Evacuation,"
20 Dec 54.
,.
6. (s) OCB Report, "Detailed Development of Major
Actions Relating to r u. S. Obj ecti ves and Course-s· . . ,o·1; Action
wi th Respect to Southeast Asia' (NSC 540.5.). and Portions of
NSC 5429/5 from March 16 through November 16, 1955,11 29 Nov
55; (S) OCB Report, "Progress Report on ru.s. Objectives and
Courses of Action with Respect to Southeast Asia' (NSC 5405)
and Portions of NSC 5429/5,11 29 Nov 55; CCS 092 Asia
(6-25-48) (2) sec 16.
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Viet name se.de legat ion to the Band ung.C onf'e rence discu
the subj ect with th~ Viet M1nh/delegation~ and early ssed ·
in· May
Priril(:~ Mihi ster Diem hacb :-oug ht the· matt
er to the atten tion
of Secr etary of'.S tate Dull es. In the· mean time, Gene
ral.E ly
had infor med the Cana dian member of the Inte rnat iona
l
Cont rol· Commiss'ion that Franc ·e s'tro ngly f'avo red
exte nsio n
of' the 300- day perio d to comp ensat e for the polican
y
of
. obst ructi on empl oyed' by the ·'Vie t ·Minh'.~ Fina lly, Sir
. Eden ,. co-C hairm an of the Genev~ Conf erenc e, broa ched Anth ony
topic . to his oppo site· numb er, Sovi· et Fore ign Mini ster the
Mo:J.otov.· The DRV prove d. rece ptiv e, prob ably beca use
Ho Chi
~M1nh hope d that the prin ciple of
freed om of movement migh t .
he expa nded . to inclu de freed om of circ ulat ion betwe en·
. zone s
and. lead . ~v~_nt.:uallyto.~_culturaJ. and econo mic exch
ange
s,
whic h
the comm unist pres s and radio had been advo catin g for
seve
ral
mont hs.. Freed om of movement woul d grea tly enha nce oppo
rtuni ties for infi ltrat ion and subv ersio n of.So
Vietn am.
Acco rding ly, the DRV agre ed on 20 May to exten duth
the
for one mont h, and subs eque ntly al19w ed the date agaidead line
n to
be·m oved forw ard, this time to 20 July 1955 . Altho ugh
conc essio ns were not acco mpan ied by relax ation of Viet these .
oppr essio n, an estim ated. 150,0 00 more refug ees left NortMinh
h
Vietn am afte r the .clos ure of Haip hong . Acco rding to
a
Depa rtmen t of Stat e estim ate appr oxim ately
even tuall y made thei r way to Sout h Vietn am.7900,0 00 refug ees
Evac uatio n of MDAP Equip ment

[

I
I.:

i.;

J:.
f
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The ques tion of .MDAP equip ment shipp ed ·to Tonk in for
use by Fren ch Unio n Forc es durin g the war had
ed much
conc ern to US off:' cials , inclu ding Cong ressm en,caus
who
feare d
that quan titie s of ~t migh t fall into the hand s of the.V
iet
Minh. This conc ern had been heig hten ed by evide nce
that
the Fren ch were not car~ying out the evac uatio n progr
am in
a mann er calc ulate d to ensu re remo val o~ the mate
rial by

7. (s) Msg, Saigo n 3726 to state , 5 May 55. (C) Msgs,
Saigo n 5146 to Stat e, 9 May 55; 5239 , 13 May 55.
(LOU)
Msg, Saig on 5679 to Stat e, 6 Jun 55. (s) Msg, Hano
i 1345
t~ Stat e, 22 May 55.
NY Time s, 21 May 55, p. 5; 23 May
55, p. 4; 1· Jun 55, p. 8; 26- Jun 55, p. 6.. Cu) Dept
Publ icati on No. 7308 , "A Thre at to the Peac e," Pt 1, of Stat e,
.
Dec 61, p. 6.

I:~:

$lOP

153

!t,:
.... . ... ,'...

~

.. ,

_.

---

...

, ')dWNY

fW

»

••

.::::: :': ~ .. ::,
:::::::;;';':;:;::'
,

.:: :

:.:.~:

:: : :' ..

the end of the 300, days'. ,The United States expressed its'
apprehension to the French during the Smith-La Chambre talks
in September 1954. On this and subsequent occasions~ the '
·French promised that no US equipment would-be left in
Haiphong for the Viet Minh, and they were able to make good
their promise. By::ebruary 1955, allslarge items of .military
equipment had been shippea to Saigon.
,
'

r
-[

. General' '0' Daniel reported in March, that eqUipment with an
acquisition, cost of almost $206. million had been recovered
from Tonkin and stockpiled in South Vietnam. The United
states planned to distribute most of this to Vietnamese,
Gambodian, and Laotian troops, and ship the remainder to
other 'recipients'-of MDAP-aid' in the Far East. This could
not be done, however~ until the French completed an inventory
of all the excess eqUipment. As French accounting~ storage~
and distribution procedures left much to be desired, the .
inventory proved to be a.time-consuming operation. But the
MAAG preferred a~curacy to speed, and did not attempt to
rush the French. ":J

IT

One category of equipment still remained in Haiphong~
and the French appeared to be making no effort to remove it.
This was the heavy machinery, financed by the Foreign Operations Administration (FOA), in the Hon Gay coal mines.
General Ely had repeatedly assured the United States that
this equipment would not be ieft behind when the French
evacuated Tonkin. But General Ely was also under instructions
to do'nothing that might provoke trouble with the Viet M1nh~
and the French feared that the Viet Minh would not permit
the equipment to be evacuated peacefully. So they procrastinated~ and the Unite,d States was- confronted with the unpleasant prospect of US-financed equipment providing fuel and
power for communist industry. But General Ely had given his
word. While Paris gave US diplomats qualified promises and
talked in ambiguous legalities, the General boldly began to
evacuate the machinery. The first items were dismantled and
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8. (S) Msg, CHMAAG Indochina MG 0022 B to OSD~ 10 Jan
55, DA IN 110057, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-4S) ,(2) sec 1. (S)
Msg~ Saigon 2759 to State, 15 Jan 55.
9. (S) Memo~ Dep ASD(ISA) to CJCS~ ItMDAP Equipment in
Indochina," 30 Jun 55.
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French Industry Leaves Tonkin
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A partial explanation of the dilatory French approach.
to the evacuation of industrial equipment lay in the fact·
·that they hoped to retain· their commercial interests in North:.·
Vietnam following ~he withdrawal of their military forces.
The_ 11 8ainteny policy"'. of maintaining' the economic, industrial,.,'.
~nd~ cultural presence of France in the north, begun under '.
".
Mendes -France, . had also been adopted by the i Faure government·•
Paris had attempted.to persuade French companies to remain'
in the "north "and -operate- under the . communist regime, but "- . '
these firms had refused'to'carry on without· certain financial'
guarantees ·that the French Government was unwilling to'pro- .
vide. After some consideration of a proposal to persuade Ho ..
Chi Minh to internationalize Haiphong and exempt French
industry and shipping from regulation by the' DRV, Sainteny .... ·
induced the French Government to try to plan for mixed.
French-Viet Minh companies. According to 8ainteny ' s formula,
French industry in Haiphong, after the transfer of,the
enclave in May, would cede its physical properties to the
Viet Minh. A new corporate ownership would be formed in .
which the DRV had controlling interest. The remaining
.;
interest would be divided between the French Government and. '
the private French industrialists concerned. 8airiteny f s
mission in Hanoi was authorized to begin negotiations with
Ho Chi Minh for establishing a pilot project'.' to test the
feasibility of this proposal. The firm selected was
Charbonnages du ':'onkin~ which administered t~e Hon Gay coal
mines containing the US-financed machinery.
The French tr~,2d to convince the United States that
this proposal was actually in the interest of the free world.
If the'French withdrew from the enterprise, the Foreign

I

ii

I':

I:~

10. '(8) Msgs, Saigon 2759 to State, 15 Jan 55; 2874,
21 Jan 55; 4159~ 28 Mar 55. (c) ~sg~ Saigon 3355 to State,
12 Feb 55. (S) Msg~ Paris 3565 to State~ 23 Feb 55.
11.
Msgs, Paris 2883 'to state, 7 Jan 55; 3091~ 21
Jan 55.
C) Msg, Paris 3306 to State, 7 Feb 55. (S) Msg,
Saigon 29 5 to State, 27 Jan 55.
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Office explained, Chinese or other communist technicians
would be brought in to operate the French installations. If
the FI el"lch remained, however, Ho t s dependence on the com~unist bloc would be .!essened.
As an official of the US
Embassy in Paris pointed out, the French had not yet given
'up their bellef.th~t the DRV could bel kept from becoming a
communist satellite. 12
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. To US officials, the French approach in general, and
the Sainteny plan in-particular, seemed to be based more on
wishful thinking than on a realistic appraisal of past experienee with:the communists. Apart from' thl·s consideration,
the US· Government believed that- Sainteny' s proposal
to work with the-··communist north contradicted French professions of support for the Diem government in Saigon. The
United States also ~oncluded that mixed companies could not
qualify as "western installations, II for which special
exceptions were made to the embargo on trade in strategic
materials with the communist countries of the Far East.
Wi thout US support, French-DRV comp'anies could not hope to
secure permission to import strategic materials essential
to their operations. Furthermore, Ho Chi Minh, in negotiations with Sainteny and representatives of Charbonnages
du Tonkin, had demanded 95 percent interest in the mixed
companies, terms tha'c hardly~ appealed to the Charbonnages
directors. To the disappointment of the authorities in
Paris, Charbonnages du Tonkin therefore refused to continue
operations. Accordingly, the company concluded arrangements
for the sale of its installations and eqUipment to the DRV,
thus setting an example soon followed by the other· French
concerns in the Haiphong area. As a result, the Foreign
Office informed the United States that France had decided to
abandon the project for maintaining French business in
Tonkin. When the DRV took over Haiphong in May, no French
industry and very few French technicians remained. 1 3

12. (S) Msg, Paris 3394 to State, 11 Feb 55. (s) Msg,
Paris 3452 to state, 16 Feb 55.
13. (C) Msgs, State 2846 to Paris; II' Feb 55; Saigon
3355 to state, 12 Feb 55. (s) Msgs, Paris 3582.to state,
17 Feb 55; 4263, 1 Apr 55; 4409, 12 Apr 55.

[

r
[

r
[

[
[
[

l

..

.- .....

~

TOP OE8RW

156

[

[

',.

..

r:
~~):

I:~:.

[
[:
[

·r

'

Reco nstru ction ' -and Expa nsion ' ;:of .the Agric .Ultu rctl Econ
omy,
One of the most dens ely popu lated area s in
worl d;
Nort h Vietn am has hlst' oric ally been a food \rice )thedefi
area . From th~ outs et the DRV was deter mine d to deve cit
lop an
agric~ltural self- suff icien cy that
woul d free it from
depe nden ce on outs ide sour ces. Altho ugh coll ectiv izati
on
was the ultim ate obje ctive of the DRV's econo mic
prog
rams
,
·the regim e, did not adhe re blin dly to comm unist dogm
a.
The'
coll ectiv izati on of a gri cult ure init ially at leas t
was
pur§ ued caut ious ly" if firm ly.; 4
,.
'-The DRVihad good, reado n to proc eed with ' care . The
war
wi th F:r~Ilce, h.g.~ ser.:t o.usl y disru pted. _ the alrea dy marg
inal
agri cult ural 'economy, of the nort h 'and the Gene va s'ettl
emen t, . ,
had inter rupt ed the impo rtati on of rice from the
south
More over, the situa tion grew even wors e with the failu .
the rice crop . Desp ite 100,0 00 tons of rice supp lied re' of by
Red Chin a, Nort h Vietn am's rice defi cit jump ed from
200,0 00tons in 1954 to 700·, 000 tons in 1955 . T-he DRV blam ed
lando wner clas s for '''sab otag ing agri cult ural refor ms," the
and
in Febr uary 1955 insti tute d ratio ning and cont rols.
But
area s of Tonk in cont inue d to suf'f er acut e food shor tage many
s"
'
and rice price s doub led in Hano i.
Al thoug h an exte nsiv e land refor m progr am was laun ched
; ", '
padd y taxe s cont inue d to abso rb 40 perc ent of
the peasa nt:' s:
outp ut. Heav y sales and inve ntory taxe s were
ped on
merc hants , and the scop e of priv ate trade dimi clam
nishe d as the
14. Will iam Kaye , "A Bowl of Rice Divi
The
Economy of Nort h 'lietn am," P. J. Honey (ed.ded:
),
Nort
Toda y: Prof ile of a Communist Sate llite (196 2), p.h Vietn am
Jame s Price Gitt inge r, "Com muni st Land Polic y in Nort106.
h
Vietn am," Far East ern Surv ey, Augu st 1959 , p. 113.
I)Qna
ld
Lanc aster , The Eman cipa0 ion of Fren ch Indo -Chi na (196
1),
pp. 368, 372- 373. for a disc ussio n of DRV polic y of
inde pend ence, 'see, Haro ld C. Hint on, Chin ars Rela
tions
with
Burma and Vietn am (195 8), p. 17. For its progr am of
econo mic
indep ende nce, see M.M. Avse nev, The Dem ocrat
ic
Repu
blic
Vietn am, Economy and Fore ign Trad e (-JoI nt Publ icati ons of
Rese arch Serv ice) (Len ingra d: 1960 ), p. 168.
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government began to take over ·all commercial intercourse.
Flight 'of foreign business and technicians forced even
greater reliance on impoi'ti3, and enlarged the chronic
~eficit in the balance of payments of the'Tonkin region.
Depreciation of curr.~ncy and forced labor added to the
problems of the regime and burdens of.the populace.
At the end of the DRV s first year in power, US intelligence officials found it difficult to assess the character
and intensity of resistance within North Vietnam. The
evide~e available indicated that, despite governmental .
oppression and depressed living. standards, discontent was
not ·finding expression in organized opposition to the regime.
The people saw-that-the--government.was strong, cohesive, and
prepared to crush any opposition with complete ruthlessness.
Further, for the most part they retained respect for the
Viet Minh as the nationalist movement that- had expelled the
hated French. 15.
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One area in which the DRV could make considerable
progress without fear of popular resentment was in the matter'
of rehabilitation of unproductive land. During 1955-1956,
while the other phases of the agricultural program stumbled
along, efforts at land rehabilitation were vigorously and
successfully pursued, with the result that by the end of
1956, 85 percent of the arable land in the ·north was under
cultivation, a 15 percent ·increase over the previous year.16
The other major element of the regime 1 s agricultural
program was the distribution of the property of large landowners (church and communal land was included) among the
landless agricultural workers. The fact that there was
apparently no great economic need in the north for redistribution suggests that the regime 1 s program was carried out
for political or propaganda purposes. During the long years
of revolution, the Viet Minh had claimed that ·land reform
would be one of the benefits which would result from the
explusion of the French, and had gone so far as to carry out

[

[[

[

f
[

[

l

[

l
15. (S) NIEs 63.1-55, ·19 Jul 55; 10-55" 12 Apr 55.
(S)
Msgs, Saigon 3637 to· State, 4 Mar. 55; 215'9·, 20 Nov 55;
Hanoi,4 to state, 1 Jul 55.
16. Theodore Shabad, "Economic Developments in North
Vietnam," Pacific Affairs, March 1958, pp. 45,51.
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some reforms .in. the area under, its control. These II campaign·.. . .-.'
promises" were· especially sigpifican.t in. the south where.: the,,: ':'"
existence'; of large ind~ vidual· noldings and absentee ownership
made la.nd:reform particulary'appealing to the· soutp.ern
peasantry. ·Unlike the situation in the south, the pattern
of land ownership in the north had. for' many years been
characterized by large numbers 'of small owner-operated farms,.
and relatively little absentee ownership. Only about 17
percent· of the total area under cultivation in the north was
made up of "la.rge properties, II i.e.,. more than 3.6 hect:ares.
Red~stribution would, however, s·et. the ~tage' for. the
~ocialization' of agriculture, and by, destroying the.·.small
c·lass. of large landowners the regime would, it w.as -hoped:
eliminate.the primary'potential source of resistance to
collectivism arid ]jicluc'e
sense of- loy~lty in the recipients
of the redistribution;.17
': ...

a

1-

During itB first year in power (1954'-1955) the DRV. did~-:·.>,.··
not press land redistribution, because, apparently, it .did, . ,,"
not want to tamper with an s>perating system.·. Moreover, the :~'.::. ,," .. '.
go-slow formula of the first year may have in part reflected· :. ,'.
the regime IS desi,re not to appear extremist in the eyes of:'
the west or of the peasants of South Vietnam. In 1955, how-:,,:
ever, a National Planning Board, established with the help,
of Chinese and Soviet personnel, announced the first of tw·o . ",:.. .
annual "plans" which were .to begin the transformati.on of .< .: _... :..... ;
agriculture in the north. A special cadre drawn .from, and., ... ','
responsible to, the Lao Dong (communist) Party was created
to i.mplement the redistribution program. Several People t s.:
Courts--groups of local inhabitants drawn together to
suggest landowner classifications for their neig1;lbor~ and'
to judge the merits of the classifications assigned--were
established. These groups, however, often degenerated into
vehicles for the satisfaction of personal grudges or selfish
claims. Other injustices stemmed from the fact that the
land held by people who could fairly be classified as "large
owners" was, when divided, insufficient to give the large

!:
L.

17. Gittinger, "Communist Land Policy in North Vietnam,"
p. 113. Avsenev, The Democratic Republic of Vietnam, Economy
and Foreign Trade, pp. 27, 109.. Bernard Fall, The Viet Minh
Regime, Government and Administration in the Democra~ic
Republic (1956), 'p. 117.
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number of eligible recipients more than token accessions.
By. the summer of 1956 it was. apparent that the new program
of agrarian reform· was arousing widespread ~issatisfaction
and open opposition from the peasantry. Correc.ti ve measures .
. were applied by the ·pRV but they came too late to, prevent
in November 1956" ~ rebellion' in Ho Chi Minh's native
province, Nghe _\n~
.
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S'ubsequently, the regime initiated a series of steps to
encourage the peasants to join one of several programs that
were ultimately·to result in the socialization' of agriculture.
These steps included manpower exchange teams~ cooperatives,
and, finally, collective farms. The regime moved cautiously
in its socialization program up to the end of 1957, then
launched a concerted drive to collectivize agriculture. One
year later 65'percent of the peasants in NVN had been organ·ized into manpower-exchange teams and by mid-1960 more than
half of NVN's peasant hou.seholds were enrolled in the agricultural producer cooperatives. The stage had been set for
complete collectivization of agriculture, but this would not
be accomplished for some time to come. 1 9

~

L

r'
[J

The DRV made considerable progress in its effort to
achieve agricultural self-sufficiency. During this .period
the DRV succeeded in increasing total rice production, mostly
through the reclamation of arable" land, to the point where
it exceeded the production of any year'before Geneva. Rice
production enable the regime, for the first time in. the
history of the northern region of Vietnam, to export small
amounts to India and Indonesia. 20

[

l
[
[

18. For a full discussion of land reform program, see

Gittinger, "Communist Land Policy in North Vietnam," pp. 117120.
.
19. For material on·the stages of cdilectivization, see
(C) NIS 43C, seb 61, pp. 13-15; and sec 60, p. 4.
20. Shabad, "Economic Developments in North Vietnam,1f
--pp'. 47-48.. Kaye, "A Bowl of Rice Divided: The. Economy of
No~th Vietnam," p. 116.
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'Despite the setback caused.by the peasant opposition·
and rebellion the land reform program was basically completed
by Octbber 1956. The "landlord class l1 was virtually elimi-'
na~d,; and the pattern of small owner-operated farms was
expanded to encompass almost the entire agricultural economy.

:: :'::::~~ :.~: :':':

":

.,.

['
[;

[
[

---

.. '--'-'---~'-"

-

---'---'-

"::',

:.~r

',:

:".:-"" '. \:~~::.;,'.:t;.:. .<;.~ ..

/

..

."E-- SF.~....
.: : :::~.:

::>
':::::

~':.'~~:
:,;.

p:-\

r
[

"r

--t------

Tnis prog~ess was· sca:rcely apparent to the Vietnamese
consumer, however. Although the DRV had managed to increase
rice production substantially, the annual ration remained
only slightly more than the 300 kilograms declared.bY the
regime to be the minimum· requirement. Moreover, the variety
of the diet was', still substandard even by the low standards
of pre-World War II Indochina. 2l
In summary, the activities of the DRV in the field o~
agriculture helped.the people of 'North Vietnam achieve at
le~§t a subsistence level diet irt the face of adverse congitions. In·addition, .the DRV's agricultura~: program
succeeded in reconstructing and developing the agricultural
economY·to the' point where it promised to make the north
independent . . ·6r- fo6a-- impo-rts". F'lnaily, the regime laid the
basis for the socialization of agriculture. In contrast to'·
both the USSR. and Communist China, the DRV seemed to have
begun its national planning with' full attention to the basic
importance' of agriculture in its economy. ·In a further
departure from the Soviet agricultural system, which called
for the inc'rease in agricultural output per worker through
mechanization, DRV planning called for programs of food
production that capital'ized on the abundance of its. manpower
and made allowance for the limitations of its industrial
capacity. In its national planning the regime demonstrated
a pragmatism and flexibility well suited to the difficult
situation which it faced. 22
Reconstruction and Expansion of the Industrial Economy
In order to complete the base. on which it hoped to build
a viable economy, the regime sought to complement its efforts
in agriculture with a program of industrial reconstruction
and development. r'c was hoped that the products of a revived
and expanded industrial plant would contribute to the development of economic self-sufficiency and supply North Vietnam
with export commodities, which would be traded for products
that could not be produced domestically.

21. Shabad, "Economic Developments in North Vietnam,'"
pp. 46-47.
22. (C) NIS 43C, sec 55,' p. 9.
(s) NIE, 63-59,
26 May 59, pp. 8-9.
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'fhe industrial resources of North Vietnam, though s.ubstant1al when compared with those available in the south, did
net qualify the north as an industria<J.ized area. Al though
tbere were large:nurnbers of handicraft;smen and some light
industry, the few existing large indust'rles were engaged almost exclusively in 'the extraction of raw materials. North
Vietnam's natural endowments presented a brighter picture
for the future: it had the only known majo,r coaI basin in
Southeast Asia and had a potential for the production of
cotton, rubber" and other "industrial crops."23 '
Industrial recovery and development in the north, in
conformi ty with the regime I s socialist orientation, was "
planned and controlled by- -the government. Except for the
larger foreign holdings, many of which had been appropriated'
outright" the regime confined itself to the use of indirect
methods to guide industry. It did this by controlling the
distribution of raw materials and imported goods" and by
insuring a market for products at a favorable price through
government purchases. The regime was also able to affect
the course of industrial development through the granting
or withholding of government loans. These controls were
exercised by the governmental apparatus pursuant to programs
set forth by the Central PlanningComrnisslon, which was
established late in 1955. 24
In line with its general policy of subordinating
ideology to practicality in order to encourage the swiftest
possible economic recovery, the regime made little effort
during the reconstruction period to socialize the nationfs
light industries and handicrafts. Although the regime began
reconstructing the large enterprlses left by the French,
more benefit was expected in the immediate postwar period
from the light industries and handicrafts because their
recovery could be accomplished quickly and at a small cost,
and their reconstruction required little technical skill or
23. P.H.M. Jones" ffThe Industry of North Vietnam"rt Far
Eastern Economic Review, 22 Sep 60.
(C) NIS 43C, sec 60-,,-p. 10. Shabad" II Economic Developments in North Vietnam, ff
pp. 42ff. Avsenev, The Democratic Republic of Vietnam,
Economy and Foreign Trade, pp.' 55-57, '83f1'.
24. Avsenev, The Demoe:ratic Republic of Vietnam, Economy
and Foreign Trade, pp. 75-82. (C) NIS 43C, sec 60" p. 17.
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Furt her, the ligh t indu strie s prod~ced essen~ial
good s and mate rials n.eed ed i~the agri cult ural
recov ery prO'gram~ thus redu cing the need to impo rt them '.
freei ng'm ore of the coun try's fore ign exch ange .for the a~.d
chas e 'of indu stria l 'equi pmen t that c0ul d not be prod ucedpur- ·
dom estic ally. -'Nev erthe less, by expa nding its prod uctiv
e
capa city, the state sect or, conf ined almo st enti rely
to
large indu strie s, incre ased ' its shar e of the, tota l indu the
stria l
,prod uctio n from 17' perc ent. in 1956 to' 36 perc ent. of
Nort
h: '
Vietn am's tota l in 1957. 25
.....•
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Agri cultu re '.' and Indu stry:

The· Thre e Year· Plan 'and Afte r! . :
"'Tne t"e'rr or 'and 'cont usion follo wing " the agric
al·L, : ..
rebe llion in 1956 had upse t farm ing,' and ,caus ed aultur
serio us':
setba ck in the reha bilit atio n'an d indu stria l reco nstru
progr am begu n in 1954 . A brea thing . space . had clea rly ction
need ed; thus in 1956 and 1957 the DRV had inau gura ted been . '
one year plan s. By 1958, howe ver; the DRV appa rentl y mode st
belie ved·
the time had come to expa nd its cont rol and the mod erniz
ation.....
of the nati on's econo my. In 1958 it launc hed a well
publ
icize d
Thre e Year. Plan with ambi tious targ ets for agri cultu re
and
indu stry. The plan calle d for a subs tanti al
ase in.
agri cult ural and indu stria l prod uctio n, aimi ngincre
in
the firs t ..
insta nce to achie ve an adeq uate food supp ly and grea
ter
.
expo rt surp luses and in the secon d to lay the foun datio
ns
for'
a mode rn' indu stria lized state .- Cons onan t with . Marx ist
doct rine, the DRV look ed ultim ately to achi evin a high
' degr ee
of indu stria lizat ion, but it real istic ally had g
to
conc
ede
1958 that the scar city of technic~l and mana geria l skil ls in
mean t that the coun try woul d have to depe nd on expo rting
agri' cultu ral and Uline ral raw mate rials in exch
for
mach inery and eqUi pmen t. Thus the prim ary aimange
of
the
Year Plan was to incre ase prod uctio n of food throu gh Thre e
the
expl oitat ion of Nort h Vietn am's abun dant human reso urce
s in
the slow proc ess towa rd mode rn indu stria lizat lon. 2b
25. Asve nev, The Dem ocrat ic Repu blic of Vietn am,
and Forei Un Trad e, pp. 71,.76-:-77,
2 . (s) NIS 3C, sec 55; p. 8. -,'Kay e, 168.
"A Bowl of Rice
Divi ded," p. 108.
,,' ,
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'. The ·Three Year Plan had a political as well as an
economic airo; 'state control was to be extended over' a wide
range at economic' activities. In particular, agricultural
~roducerslcooperatives, i.e., collectives, were to be estab11shed ana large s<;ale and government control was to be
extended in .industry by transferring private and mixed
enterprises to the "socialist economy." By the end of 1960
the bulk of' private industry and commerce had been transformed into joint-stock companies run for' the state by their
former owners. The state owned nine-tenths of all industry
and commerGe and four-fifths of all transport. Approximately
three-quarters. of all petty traders and artisans had been.
o~ganized in state-controlled cooperatlves. 27 In February
1960 Hanoi armounced--that"within the year it hoped to complete'
"the grouping of peasants and handicraft workers into semi-socialist cooperatives and complete the transformation of
private industry and commerce in th~ form of joint stateprivate ownership of enterprises."2tj
The DRV continued to emphasize . economic rehabilitation
during the1960s.
At the opening meeting of the Third
National Congress of the Lao Dong Party on 5 September 1960,'
Le Duan, a member of 'the Political Bureau, proclaimed the
inauguration of the Five Year Plan to begin in 1961. By this
new plan the DRV hoped to increase the total value of
industrial output 148 percent and agricultural output 96
percent. Once again the emphasis was on agriculture as the
basis of industrial growth. 2 9 A major feature of the Five
Year Plan was socialization of agriculture and the rapid
obliteration 9f the private farm. Despite their traditional
attachment to private land, the peasant landlords, faced with
uneconomical plots, a scarcity of' draf.t animals, and the high
delivery quotas of the Five Year Plan, in increasing numbers
began enlisting in the Work Exchange Teams, the basic units
of the state's agricultural cooperative system. BY the end
of 1960 the cooperatives included 85 percent of all farming
families, and 99 percent of all crops were being produced on
these cooperatives. The cooperatives were reorganized in
March 1963 and the percentage of all farming families inched
up to 87.7. These impressive statistics notwithstanding,

27.

Kaye,. "A Bowl of.Rice Divided," p. 109.
28. NY Times, 10 Feb 60, p. 6; Kaye, "A Bowl of Rice
Divided," pp. 108-109.
29. NY Times, 6 Sep 60, p. 18.
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the DRv" still ' faced a basi c dilemma·,-··· With, a' popu latio
incre a's·e· ·of 3~5 'p~rcent' per year, ; f'dod prod uctio n had n _.
incre ase at leas t 200,0 00 tons a year to feed the peop~to·
Nort h Vietn am.' Even the' optim istic figU res in the Fi e of
v'e Year
Plan did not prQv ide for such incre ases . 30 .
./
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The DRV Gove rnme nt ....
. In· addi tion' ·to its- effo rts in the field s of
agri cultu re
and$ indu' stry'; the."·DRV w'orked in the year s arte
r Geneva towar d"
the impo sitio il and cons 'olld ation of its p()li tical cont
over the nort h.' To thi!s '~end the Communist Party and rol '
gove rnme ntal 'fft'ru c'tiire - were resha ped and ·stre ngth enedthe
.' The·: '
party tried to strea mlin e its gove rnme nt'al cont rol appa
and widen , its poli tica l base , for in spite of its near ratus
quar ter-m illio n mem bersh ip in 1954 , the part y was weak ly
rura l area s, suff erin g from its esse ntial ly· urba n orie in '
To avoi d the dang e.r of excl usiv e relia nce, on one segm ntati on.
the popu latio n, it work ed to inco rpor ate into its leadent, or',
ersh ip'
prom inent comm unist offi cial s from Sout h Vietn am as well
new members rrom the army and ethn ic mino ritie s.31 . With as
the
tran sfer of the last Fren ch-h eld encla ve to the DRV,
Nort
h
"
Vietn am stepp ed behin d the Bamboo Curt ain. As the DRV
gain
ed
wide r and tigh ter cont rol of the coun try, it acqu ired
more
·
and more of the disti ncti ve trapp ings of the comm unist
pol.i ce·
state .' .

In the late sprin g of 1955·, Cons ul Thoma's Corc oran, who
main taine d the US Cons ulate in Hano i, repo rted
the
capi tal city was subm ittin g read ily to comm unistthat
regim
An effic ient bloc k lead er syste m had been insta lled to entat ion'.
mob ilize
the popu latio n for para des and demo nstra tions . Flag
s,
and post ers, whic h depi cted the curre nt· party line and bann ers,
gene rated an anti- Ame rican fevo r,we re in
nce every wher e.
The DRV made lavis h and cons picuo us use of evide
sent
and
.
patr ols, altho ugh there was littl e dang er to theries
secu
riti
of
the regim e. A high degr ee of polic e surv eilla nce, farc
ical'
peop le! s cour t trial 's', Stak hano vite com petit
ions , self criti cism by civi l serv ants , and "brai n-wa shing " of poli
tica l

f

.. :

k·

<t.

30. Bern ard B. Fall , The Two Viet- Nams (196 3), pp. 154,
31. (S) NIE 63-5 5, sec 55.
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prisoners- marked· the conversion of Hanoi from a bastion of
French colonialism to the showcase' of Vietnamese communism.3!2
,

'

•
Although the constitution promulg~ted by Ho Chi Minh
In 1946 placed supreme authority in the National Assembly,
all important domestic policies actually were framed by the
politburo of the party. Moreover, close liaison between
party and government was assured 'by the party's virtual
monopoly of key positlons at'all levels of government. The
party~leaders centralized governmental authority and reduced
the administrative flexibility and local autonomyrequ~red
by, "wartime conditions. For example, the ,wartime administrative "interzones" between the central gove'rnment ~nd the
provinces and munic-ipalities' were abolished, and the DRV
created three "autonomous regions,fI ostensibly for the
purpose of providing ethnic minorities with some cultural and
political autonomy, but in fact for facilitating party and
government control of these minorities.
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Supreme leadership of the DRV remained in the hands of
Ho Chi Minh and a small party coterie. Except for a wellpublicized trip to Peking and Moscow in 1954, Ho appeared less
frequently in the international spotlight, but US intelligence officials believed that because of his great popular
appeal as a symbol of Vietnamese nationalism he remained the
ultimate authority. With the victory of Dlen Bien Phu behind
him, the DRV's military commander, Vo Nguyen Giap, appeared to
assume greater importance and responsibility in the DRV hierarchYe' Even more evident was the rise of Pham Van Dong,
appointed Foreign Minister in 1954 and Prime Minister the
next year.
Unlike the Communist Party, the Vietnamese People's
Army (VPA) was always broadly based, and Vo Nguyen Giap's
large, well-trained, and well-equipped force was of major
importance in spreading communist authority throughout the
country. More secure in its national position, the army
was able to execute harsh and unpopular poliCies. Recruited
chiefly among the peasantry, and to a lesser extent from the
cities and even from the upland minorities, the VPA
numbered an estimated 240,000 soldiers in mid~1955, an
increase of 60,000 over pre-Geneva figure~. United states
intelligence officials in 1963 estimated' the VPA strength at
380,000 troops, including militia forces of 100,000. The
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32. (S) Msg, Hanoi 1364 t.o state, 23 May 55.
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army was orga nized into 14 infa ntry divis ions and one.
'.:'".. ~.:'< .
artil lery . divis ion with serv ice' and' supp ort
elem
ents.
Large
_
. shipm ents of 'arms and mate ri,el' , impo,...t.~d from Communist
'.
Chin a in viol ation of the Geneva Agre emen ts, resu lted
in
'-'
. grea tly incre ased firep ower and mob ility . Inten sive
ing progr ams· had been carr ied out to impr ove mili tary trafn -"
effec tiven ess and insu re poli tica l loya lty. The US inte
lli~
genc e agen cies judge d that , in the even t of host iliti
es,
·th~
.VPA was not· only capa ble' '01' main taini ng cont rol over
North
' ~ .~' .' ":--.
Vietn am, but also of defe ating any comb inati on of the
mill·:'tary force s. of Sout h Vietn am:, 'Cam bodia , and. Laos . Of'
.'
..
·part icula r inte rest in the perio d follo wing the Sino
-Sov
iet..
.
rift is the fact that Giap , the VPA stron g-ma n, was
out."'::'"
spok enly host ile towa rd the· Chines~.·.. In fact , Giap f s
age.n~s~ .. ~ . ·~.'~ .-__ ::~ .
were' repo rted ac-t'i'vel.Y··. e-z:gage-d" in -"ga ther ing mili
tar;y
inte.+.~~. genc e insid e Chin a in the inte rest ofDR V.s.e curit y.j3·
..
7 · ·.....:

.'.

.,~>

:

....: ..

[.

The Oppo sitio n

r::

The regim e was hamp ered in its progr
of poli tica l
cons olida tion by the p~rsistent and mounam
ting oppo sitio n ot
seve ral facti ons. Orga nized opposit~on orig inate .amon
g
three grou ps: the Cath olics :, cert ain trib al groudps,
and'
inte llec tual s. A four th grou p, the farm ers, were unorg the.'
ani'ze "d,
but host ile to the land ret.or m prog rams .

L

tiC
!.
L.

t~.

L

The DRV bega n seek ing Cath olic su.pp ort
.;
tly afte r
its . estab lishm ent .in 1945 and regis tel'le d someshor
succ ess·
owin g larg ely to the nati onal istic char acte r ofearly
Hots
ment . When the Vati can gran ted diplo mati c reco gniti ongove rn.
the Bao Dai gove rnme nt in 1950. 1 howe ver, relat ions betw to
een'
:
.'
the DRV and the Cath olic popu latio n dete riora ted. Shoc
ked
by the scale of Cath olic emig ratio n follo wing the Gene
va
settl eme nt, the DRV orde red more libe ral treat men
t
of
Cath
comm uniti es, but petty orfi cial s igno red thes e instr uctio olic
ns
and provo ked furth er evac uatio ns.' The DRV reso rted to
hara. ssme nts and fina lly was r.or.c ed to halt the Cath olic'
emig ratio n. It launc hed an inten sive prop agan
campaigrt~ .
infil trate d Cath olic comm uniti es, and empl oyed da
a
vari
ety of
ruse s to attra ct the laity into state -spo nsor ed acti vitie
in orde r to unde rmin e the auth ority and pres tige of the s
Cath olic hiera rchy . At the same time" ·the regim e arre
sted
:

Sep

jj.
62~

(8) NIE 63-5 5.
p. 103.

(s) US Army Hand book for Vietn am;: .' .~., ..
..-
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'l1:lttve pricuts,.,expelJed .::3ome· French clergy, and used ml11- ....
t~lry J:'orce to ouppreiJp' rlota in Cathol.lc vi] lageu.
Altho,Ugh'

the church managed tci retain its nat1ona] organization
.
dc~pite thene pressures, its membership ceased expanding,
,and its ability to resist further DRV pressure declined.
One author has claimed that Catholic migration to the south
worked to the advantage of. the DRV, as :the French had argued
it would •. The exodus freed land·£or·redistribution and
eliminated potential trouble-lnakera.34
3
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Only loosely organized, North Vietnam's.tribal communltie's" living for the most part in strategic border regions,
shared a traditional animoisity·· toward the Vietnamese and ~
current· hostilIt-y -t·owEfrd-·-tfie political consolidation of their
areas under the DRV. The DRV tried to mitigate tribal
.
opposition by establishing the autonomous regions; it had
finally to resort to armed force to suppress resistance.
Lacking economic resources and adequate organization, the
tribesmen were forced to limit their resistance to sporadic
guerrilla activity and passive opposition to the regime's
attempts to establish its political control. In 1956 the
government claimed that since the Vietnam Agreement more
than 300 "bandits It had been killed and some 5, 700 capt'ured
in minority areas.35
.
.;'::::::;.:.:.

:::.: : ~.

.. , :

...
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The nation's intellectuals; although less organized
than either the Catholic or tribal minorities, were potentially more dangerous to ·the regime .. In·1956, emulating Mao
Tse-tung's "Hundred Flowers" movement, the DRVannounced
that it would permit different "tendencies.,".the freedom. to
discuss and argue political and cultural topics. In
response to this dispensation a group of artists and writers
in Hanoi began publishing criticism of the DRV and communism
'in a number of Vietnamese-language publications. Within the
space of three months, however, the DRV retracted its policy
of press freedom and smashed the movement. In May 1957 the
government once more relaxed its attitude and permitted
some writers to publish their material freely, but as a
result of bitter criticism of gov~rnmental policies the
journals were once again closed and the "political thinking

'
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34. (s) NIS 4 3C, sec 55, p. 55-5.

·!,oo ___ .. o :V1et-~5~s(S)· Ni~\3C, sec 55, p. 55-5.
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and reac tion ary. idea s".o fthe .arti sts and· writ ers were
ruth less ly supp resse d .. ' 'The regim~ subs eque ntly launc hed
a
camp aign agai nst revis ionis m 1n art and llter
e;w rlter s
and arti sts by the hund reds were force d' into atur
fire- educ ation "
cour ses, some reca lcitr ants were made to reca nt, othe
lead ing criti cs, were c'har ged with treas on' an~ arre stedr
.36
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[
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I
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The oppo sitio n to the regi~e coale sced
open rebe llion
.1n 1956. Thou gh the· poin t at issue was land in
refor
the
occa sion allow ed the dlspa rat·e grou ps to make commm,
on
agaJ- nst. the gove rnme nt. The exce sses and conf usion caus e
,,?ccompanied. the land , refor m progr am had. resu lted in that
wide sprea d
disil lusio nme nt and ~isaffectlon among .thos e very grou
whos e loya lty. __tbe _..~~g1me_ soug ht... t.o. ·W·in .. Not on.~y were ps
smaI l land hold ers and once powe rful land lords in oppo ·the·-·
but even the poor est peas ants in the tigh tly orga nizedsitio n,
Vietn ames e villa ge soci ety bega n demo nstra ting
nst the~'
gove rnme nt. In some area s loca l part y offi cial sagai
open
supp orted the diss iden ts in thei r comp laint s. Thes e ly'
memb ers, them selve s rece ntly. recr uited from the rura part y'
were repe lled by the human suff erin g resu lting from l areas~"
refor ms. The' gene ral rura l reac tion was refle cted inthe
the
sharp dro2 in rice -tax colle ction , an index of rice
producti on.3" ( .
Fear ing that rura l disc onte nt migh t lead
barre n rice
field s, the regim e admi tted in Octo ber 1956 to to"grav
and emba rked on a "mis takes corr ectio n" camp aign to e erro rs"
the.w orst of the exce sses and resto re rura l conf iden elim inate
ce. This
spec tacu lar camp aign was too late . On 13 November open
rebe llion brok e out in Nghe An prov ince , a cent er of
Viet namese Cath olici sm. Land refor m-wa s the prin cipa
l
issu
in part it was also a relig ious upri sing and a revo lt e, but,
North Vietn ames e inte llec tual s. It was the peas ants, of
who paid t~e high cost of the viole nce. It was estim howe ver,
that 50,00 0 peas ants were executed~ and twice as many ated
arre sted . In the end a whol e divi sion of regu lar troop
s had
to be empl oyed to crush the rebe llion . Altho ugh the
DRV

i

I

L

36. (8) NIS 43C, sec 55,- p. 55-6' ; Hone y, Nort h Vietn
am ",.;."..'......-...... - .-Toda y, pp. 82-8 7.
.
37. Gitt inge r ~ ft 90mm unist Land Polic y in Nort h Vietn am,
IF~" __ "··M'_.'.':'" -. ---..
pp. 118- 119.
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succeeded in ending organized resistance~ a substantial
residue of resentment and potential opposition remained.38
"

DHV Foreign Policy, .1954-1960

J\ccording to the 'Tletnam Agreement~ the DRV was to be
no more than the regime in de·i'acto control of North Vietnam
pending the results of all-Vietnam elections in 1956 that
would reunite the northern and southern halves of the nation.
But a& soon as the DRV became ensconced in Hanoi it began to
act.as a recognized sovereign nation, and by the: end of 1955
the DRV had taken on the unmistakable cast of a permanent
Cotnmunis.t. re gime ..-- '
. .-_... .
In its effort to hasten its economic reconstruction and
to achieve political unification, the DRV maintained and
encouraged better relations with certain nations of the West.
Initially Hanoi looked to France for economic as well as
political assistance. France was, in fact, the only great
power that was a signatory to the Geneva Agreements and at
the same time capable of effective action in South Vietnam~
thanks to the military~ economic, and political assets still
at her disposal there. The DRV hoped that France~ disappointed and exasperated by the affronts of the Diem goverment, might gamble on a unified communist Vietnam with the
hope of maintaining its interests. Prime Minister Pham Van
Dong emphasized the special relationship between France and
the DRV when on 1 January 1955 he declared: "It was with
you~ the French, that we signed the Geneva agreements~ and
it is up to you to see that they are respected."39
In spite of the failure of the Sainteny mission early
in 1955, the French for a time continued to enjoy amicable
relations with the DRV. Once it became clear, however, that

38. Bernard B. Fall~ "Crisis in North Viet-Nam," Far
Eastern Survey~ January 1957, pp. 12-15. Gittinger, ----"Communlst Land .Policyin North Vietnam," p. 179. Frank
Trager Ced.), Marxism in Southeast Asia: A Study of Four
Countries (1959), p. 162.
'.
39. P. Devil1ers, "The Struggle for Unification of
Vietnam," The China Quarterly, January-March 1962, p. 8.
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Fran ce woul d not gran t diplo mati c reco gniti on to the
perm it the estab lishm ent of -a DRV diplo mati c miss ion DRV or
in
Pari s, relat ions betw een the. two: coun trles rapid ly dete
rated . In 1958 Fran ce pe·rm itted the DRV to esta blish riotwo-m an trade dele gatio n in Pari s, but like the Fren a
miss ion in Hano i this dele gatio n did not enjoy diplo ch
mati c
priv llege s. Rela tions wors ened in that year when the
DRV
held a publ ic spy tria l invo lving a Fren ch miss ion staf
.mem ber, and, follo wing the supp ressi on of a DRV trade f
orga niza tion oper ation in Fran ce in Octo ber
, the DRV
bega n hara ssing the Fren ch mis-s ion in Hano i. 1959
By 1960 few
tra ces of Fren ch influ ence rema ined in Nort h Vietn am.
40
3
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As the prin cipa l and stron gest supp orter
Sout h
Vietn am the-U filted state s becam e the targ et forof·DRV
vili ficatio n and cond emna tion. Afte r Gene va, the comm unist
blam ed the Unit ed state s for the part ition of Vietn am s
from 1956 on, US inter vent ion in the south was cons and,
deno unced as the prin ciple obst acle to reun ifica tiontantl y
. The·
Diem regim e was conde mned as the pupp et of the US impe
Ists . This was a line both pala table to the comm unist rial- ·
and comp atibl e with a nort h-so uth rapp roch emen t, offe bloc
as it did anti- Ame rican ism as a natio nal adhe sive, ,andring
the 'same time obfu scati ng the ideo logic al issue of commat
unism.
Thus the US becam e, and rema ined, the prim ary targ et
of
almo st all Hano i's prop agan da attac ks agai nst the West
the stag ing of anti- Ame rican demo nstra tions and exhi , and
bits
took on the featu res of a conc erted DRV progr am to disc
redi t
US !J1ot ives and acti vitie s in Sout h Vi!~tnam.ll-l
It will be reca lled that the Unit ed Stat
initi ally
at leas t, did not adop t an unyi eldin g polic y es,
towa rd Nort h
Vietn am. Afte r the Gene va Conf erenc e, US polic plan
ners
had divid ed over the fu·cu re cour se of US polic yytowa
rd
Hano i.
Depa rtmen t of Defe nse offi cial s argu ed that the Unit
ed
shou ld cons ider Nort h Vietn am as alrea dy a part of the state s
muni st sphere~ but othe r NSC memb ers favo red an appro comexpl oitin g avai lable mean s to prev ent North Vietn am ach or
from

40. (S) NIS 43C, sec 55, p. 55-1 7. Lanc aster , The
Eman Cipa tion of Fren ch Indo -Chi na, p. 364.
41. (S) NIS 43C, sec 5~, p. 55-1 7. Dev iller s, if The
strug gle for Unif icati on of Vietn am,1I p. 11.
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"becoming .permanently incorporated 'in the Soviet bloc." In
the end the latter view prevailed, and the NSC adopted an
acco~nodative policy.42
,
In succeeding -,years, however, lit,tle was actually done
to wean North Vietnam from the Soviet bloc. The only policy
directly attributable to the NSC decision was the maintenance
of the US Consulate in Hanoi. Through this Consulate, the
United states hoped to retain some voice and-influence in
the northern half ot the ,:nation. Events soon proved, however;~that the DRV was inflexibly hostile to the United
State·s. The DRV harassed; the Consulate and its staff continually until the United States had no choice but to close
it down "in mid--1955.' 4 3'"
.

........ :.... :..

.

r

L

After the Consulate closed, US policy toward North
Vietnam swung gradually around to the hard line suggested
by the Department of Defense in 1954. In September 1956
the NSC determined that the DRV should be treated as "not
a legal government," that other states should be discouraged
from dealing with it, and that the United States should try
to contain .and subvert the DRV. This policy remained in
force until the end of the Eisenhower Administration, reinforced in 1958 by an additional NSC decinion to "apply, as
necessary to achieve US objectives, restrictions on US exports
and shipping and on foreign assets similar to thpse already
in effect for Communist China and North ,Korea. "44
·.ni.Oi~

[

l

,
[

! \

[

Canada and the United Kingdom maintained diplomatic
missions in Hanoi after Geneva. Canada's membership on the
ICC undoubtedly explained Hanoi's efforts to continue some
relationship with that nation. After the cease-fire, some

.~

I.

[

42. (TS) Memo for the NSC Planning Board, "Review of US
Policy in the Far East," 3 Aug 54, CCS 381 Far East (11-28-50)
sec 22. A detailed analysis of US policy toward Vietnam is
found in Ch. I.
43. NY Times, 29 Oct 54, p. 5.
(S) Msg, Hanoi 1364 to
State, 23 May 55.
(C) Memo, DepDir In~el to CJCS, 25 Nov 55.44. (TS) Nse 561~/1, 5 Sep 56, Encl ~o Jes 1992/565,
11 Sep 56, ecs 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 26. (TS) Nse 5809
2 Apr 58, same file, sec 38.
(8) NSC 6012, 25 Ju1 60,
JMF 9150/9105
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500 Cana dian offi cial s ente red Nort h Vietn am. For the
part , howe ver, Cana dian cont acts with the DRV were limimost
ted
to those meet ings ariddiscussi('ln~ carr ied on by the comb
ined
ICC with DRV offi cial s.

(.

As a co-C hairm an of the Geneva Conf erenc
the Unit ed
Kingdom, altho ugh its miss ion in Hano i' had no e,offi
cial
statu s, enjoy ed a spec ial relat ions hip in. Hano i. More
.the prese nce of this miss ion and occa sion al visi ts by over,
jour nalis ts and parli amen taria ns seem ed to impr ess someBrit ish
elem ents of the DRV 's'hie rarch y as some thing
oach ing
de facto reco gniti on of the'r egim e by Lond on. appr
When
Brit ish cont inue d to deny the regim e form al reco gnitithe
DRV attit ude chan ged. Afte r mid- 1959 DRV prop agan da on, the
bega n
charg ing- that- -·the -Bri- tish Gove rnme nt had faile d to fulf
its respons~bilities as a co-C hairm an of the 1954 Gene ill
va
Conf erenc e. 5

[
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Afte r Gene va, the DRV made a spec ial effo rt to attra ct·
the supp ort of the neut ral coun tries of Asia and
ca for
its natio nal aspi ratio ns. The DRV work ed hard to Afri
achie
resp ecta bilit y and to cult ivat e the frien dshi p of its ve
Asia n
neig hbor s. It was larg ely succ essfu l. Indi a, Indo nesia
and even Paki stan acco rded dp. facto reco gniti on to the ,
and India and Indo nesia est'a 'bllsh ed Cons ulate s in Hano DRV,
India n Prem ier Nehr u and Burm ese Prem ier U Nu made goodi.
visi ts to Hano i late in 1954 , and Pham Van Dong head ed will
comp etent Viet Minh deleg~gion to the Afro -Asia n Conf a
erenc e
at Band ung in Apri l 1955 .
. Howe ver, both Indi a and Indo nesia
main taine d simi lar repr esen tatio n in the sout h, and
dign itari es
visit ing the nort h, such as India n Pres iden t Prasa d ~n
1959 , also inclu ded Sout h Vietn am in thei r itine rarie March
in the case of the new Afric an natio ns the DRV did nots. Even
succ eed
in winn ing acce ptan ce of the Viet Minh regim e as the
true
and only , Vietn ames e Gove rnme nt, altho ugh it almo st auto ,
mati cally reco gniz ed such newl y indep ende nt state s.
Yugo
slav ia was the only coun try proc laim ing itse lf as flneu that exten ded full reco gniti on to the DRV. Failu re to tral"
reco gniti on by most of the neut ral natio ns did not discoachie ve
urag e
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45. (8) NIS 43C, sec 55, pp. 55·-16 - 55-1 7.
Saigo n 2597 to state , 28 .Jun 58.
46. See' Appe ndix, pp. 277- 278.
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the DRV from seeking close relations with these countries.
Informal-contacts were established through the various Atro~
A~Llan conferences, international youth festivals, and
professional meetings. United States intelligence sources
agreed that Ho' s personal magnetism and Hanoi.' s continued
homage to the principles of neutralism succeeded in enlisting
at least some support for th.e re'gime among the neutrals. 47
After Qeneva, the Viet Minh le~ders moved to cement
relations ·with the communist· bloc. In short order ten communist countries recognized Ho's government and provided
acc~redited diplomatic representation to Hanoi.
Relations
with the USSR and Communist China became' particularly close.
Although North Vi~t'nam" was apparently attracted to Moscow
and Peking for ideological reasons, it was probably drawn
even more for practical reasons, for after the withdrawal of
the French the DRV economy was soon in dire need of the
economic and technical aid that, in the communist bloc, could
be provided only by the USSR and Communist China. The first
concrete evidence that such aid would be provided came in
December 1954, when by the terms of an agreement signed in
Peking the Chinese Government undertook to provide equipment
to repair road and rail communications and water conservation
works throughout North Vietnam and to restore postal and
telegraph communications between the two countries. Special
attention was paid to the rail network connecting Hanoi with
the interior of China, a project of obvious economic and
milit~ry importance to the Chinese communists.
According to
the Hanoi press the first train on the new tfintertransport
Systewa left Hanoi bound for Pug Siang, China, on 1 August
1955.
.
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The amount and scope of Communist China's aid to the
DRV in 1954-1955 grew to such an extent that by mid-1955 some
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47. The DRV constantly reiterated the Five Principles of
Coexistence, those international standards of peaceful coexistence subscribed to by the Prime Ministers of China and
India in 1954. (3) NIS 43C, sec 55 .
.48. (S) Msg, Hanoi 1364 to State,·2.3.. May 55. (s) NIE
63.1-55, 19 Jul 55. Lancaster, The EmanCipation of French
Indo-China, pp. 368-369. Shabad, "Economic Development in
North Vietnam," p. 49.
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foreign observers,were guessing that the DRV had ,come'under
China's domination., The North Vietnamese ~y had grown
heavily dependent upon Chinese equipment ,and' instructors,
and Chinese technicians and trade representatives made such
an impact on the DRV economy'th~t even,the usually optimistic
Sainteny remarked to US Consul Corcoran that tlit is the
Chinese who,wlll replace us here." However, the benef~ts
that the DRV derived from'Communist China's aid did not dispel,
'apparently, the tradItional Vietnamese fear and distrust of
its northern neighbor. Moreover, a powerful cont~nder for
ini'luence in the DRV was now coming on the fleld. 4 9
Early in 1955 the ,fooq situation in North Vietnam had
become critical-.-- ~-BY---summe'r -the s-1-tuation was so grave that
the Hanoi government apparently decided to .appeal to its
Soviet as well as Chinese friends for help. In the summer
of 1955 Ho Chi Minh appeared hat in hand in Moscow. The
Soviets proved generous; and in the succeeding two years the
USSR gave the DRV more than $100 million in economic aid and
sent approximately 1,000 specialists to render technical
.
assistance.50 In addition to this substantial aid, the
Soviets provided the DRV with its only source of gasoline,
kerosene, and other petroleum products. For the DRV, trade
with the USSR--chiefly Vietnamese tropical products for Soviet
machinery--provided not only precious commodities, but also a
market for much of the output of North Vietnamese artisans.51
By the end of 1955 the Soviet presence in the DRV had become
so pronounced that Ambassador Reinhardt suggested that the
USSR might be moving to substitute Soviet for Chinese communist influence in North Vietnam.52

49. (3) Msg, Hanoi 1312 to State, 17 May 55. Russell H.
Fifield, Diplomacy of Southeast Asia, 1945-58 (1?t58)~''''~·P. 118.
Nguyen Ngoc Bich, "Vietnam, an Independent View, ' The China
Quarterly, January-March 1962, pp. 105-111.
50. Avsenev, The Democratic Re ublic of Vietnam, Economy
and Foreign Trade. Hinton, hina's Relations with Burma
and Vietnam, ~. 21.
51. (OUO) Msg, Saigon 2010 to State, 8 Nov 55. Shabad,
JlEconomic Development in Nor:th Vietnam," p. 53.
52. (OUO) Msg, Saigon 2010 to state, 8 Nov 55.
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Apparently~ however~ the Vietnamese Communist Party was
divided in its loyalties to the USSR and China--a division
~hat increased as the Sino-Soviet rift deepened.
-Most of' _
the senior Vietnamese communists had been attracted to communism by the power;,prestige~ and example of the Soviet
Union. What is more~ the Soviet Union, unlike, Communist
China, had no history of conflict with Vietnam. On the other
hand~ it was in Red China that the majority of them had
received their political training and their first experience
of c01'flll1unism~ Further, the DRV had been born on Chinese soil,
and tne victory over the French had been-due~ in substantial
mea"sure, to Chinese military aid. That Hanoi found dependence
on-either-of its powerful friends neither desirable nor
comfortaole was---appar-ent"-- iYi -the fact- -that after 1955 the DRV
made a moderately successful effort to increase North -Vietnam's
trade with ot~er communist nations _(30 percent of total trade
in 1959) and noncommunist countries (7 percent in 1959).53

-[
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During the period 1957-1960 the DRV had considerable
success in maintaining comparative freedom of action.
Attempting to strike a balance between Moscow and Peking~ the
DRV press paid approximately equal homage to the USSR and
China~ and sometimes referred to lithe bloc of socialist
countrie~ and people's democracies headed by the USSR and
China."5 4 The Sino-Indian border dispute is a case in point.
The US Ambassador in Saigon reported in November-1959 that
the DRV, which heretofore had remained silent on this question~
appare.ntly was now attempting to steer a middle course between
the two communist giants. Echoing Khrushchev's 31 October
speech~ the DRV expressed the hope that the dispute would be
settled by friendly negotiations _satisfactory to both sides.
At the same time Hanoi adopted the Chinese line~ that the
imperialists~ using the !'divide and rule'! technique, were
trying to sow distrust between the Chinese and Indian peoples.
The DRV characterized the problem as an "aftermath of
colonialism. "55

I.

[

In summary, after five years in power~ the DRV had
succeeded, with the substantial assistance of the USSR and -

l_

53. Honey, North Vietnam Today~ p. 14. (S) NIS 43C,
sec 60, p. 60-15.
54. Hinton~ China's Relations with Burma and Vietnam,
p. 17.
55. (C) Msg, Saigon 1809 to State~ 28 Nov 59.
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Red China, in surmounting ,its most· press'ing economic ills.
It had also established a tight control over: the political,·
social, ·and c~ltural lif'e of' its populace. In the military
sphere, the DRV had enlarged and improved its army into a
powerful force ~apable of defeating any .combination of nations
in Southeast Asia. And.in the process of building a seemingly
viable communist state, the DRV had managed to maintain a
surprising degree of independence from its two great, patrons.
'With its house in reasonably good order, the DRV now decided,
apparently, that the time had come to move on to the achievement, by violence, of its often announced goal, a unified
Vietnam.
.
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CHAPTER VII
I' '

THE REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM:

r;'
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1956~

A YEAR OF PROGRESS

By early 1956; Diem had weathered the worst of the
polftical storms that had raged through South Vietnam since
Geneva. He h~d founded~a republic, negotiated the withdrawal of Fren~h troops~ and was in the process of creating
the machlnery- f-or-a- demo-cratic' 'government. He had partially
resettled the refugees from North Vietnam, and had launched
various social and economic programs. Reporting to the
National Security Counci~ in March 1956, on Diem's progress
the Operations Coordinating Board (OCB) observed that for
the first time in Vietnam "the-re is a degree of stability
which may permit implementation of reforms and some longrange planning in US programs." At the same time the OCB
cautioned that Diem's position was still far from secure
and his government "not yet effective enough to warrant
more than sober optimism." Although hedged with reservations, the report indicated a rising optimism about the
future of South Vietnam, in contrast to the "desperate
situation" that had existed in Vietnam in 1954 when the
las~ NSC policy statement on Southeast Asia had been issued. l
United states intelligence officials believed that Diem
had done much to create for himself an effective political
power base in South Vietnam. His unwillingness to work with
leaders who failed to show complete loyalty narrowed the
base of his political support, but Diem had nevertheless
confirmed his position as the dominant political leader of
South Vietnam. He had built the National Revolutionary
Movement into a formidable political machine, the principal
source ,of organized political power in the country. On the
other hand, criticism of the domination of the GVN by Diem's
close relatives was mounting throughout South Vietnam and

I

iI:::::..

!

: ' .. L,

1. (S) OCB, rrprogress Report, 'U.S. Objectives and
Courses of Action with Res~ect to Southeast Asia' (NSC 5405
and Portions of NSC 5429/5)," 14 Mar 56, CCS 092 Asia
(6-25-48) (2) sec 21 .
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was not confined to communist spokesmen. United States
intelligence authorities agreed that nepotism was present
in Diem 1 s government but took it mainly as'evidence of
tJiem's cuntinued inability to trust individuals beyond the
c: "
Jrc 1
Ie of I <.lng-time .a~qualntanceG
and rncmbern of hi's
.
family.L.

r'
[-

Elections and a New tonstitution

[~

In early March, the South Vietnamese elected, for the
first·~ time, a National Assembly.
The selections went well
for Diem and permitted him to assume unchallenged leadership
and control-of the-government. On the morning of 4' March
1956, beating drums and torchlight parades summoned voters
to the polls. Although the communists attempted to disrupt
the balloting, over 80 percent of the eligible voters
assembled in orderly fashion and cast their ballots. The
voters chose 123 deputies from a total of 405 candidates.
No openly anti-Diem candidate was elected, although nearly
one-third of the government-sponsored candidates were
defeated. Of the major parties, the National Revolutionary
Movement (NRM) won 61 seats and the Revolutionary Workers
Party (RWP) 15. 3
.

r
[
[

r
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The new National Assembly settled down at once to draft,
under Diem's supervision, a constitution for the Republic of
Vietnam which would give the President wide powers, including
the power to appoint the first Vice President· and to suspend
certain civil rights during the life of the first Assembly.
After nearly eight months of drafting and redrafting, the
National Assembly, in consultation with President Diem,
completed the new Vietnamese constitution. Nationwide.
festivities attended its promulgation on 26 october 1956,
the first anniversary of the founding of the RVN.4
"-

In its basic outline the constitution resembled that of
the United States. It provided for division of governmental
authori~y among 'executive, legislative, and judicial branches.
The President and the members of the newly styled Legislative

[

l
[

I.

l

r

2. £S-NOFORN) Dept of state, IR No. 7256, 23 May 56,

pp'.

44-4 .

3.
4.

~.

~~ l

',:
NIE 63-56, 17 Ju1 56. NY Times, 4 Mar 56, p. 1 .
NIE G3-~)6 . 17 Jul 56.
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Assem bly were to be elec ted by univ ersa l secr et ball
Citiz ens were guar antee d most of· the basic indiv iduaot.
righ ts cont ained in the. US Bill of R1gh ts. As had l
been
anticipated~ howe ver, the cons titut
ion lodg ed most of the
jSove rnme ntal p0we r in the exec utIve . It prov ided ,
more over,
that durin g the firs t legi slati ve term the Pres iden
the auth ority to suspe nd. temp orari ly. the righ t to t had
and the exer cise of freed om of spee ch,a ssoc latio n,strik e
circu . latio n, and the pres s. Fina lly, the cons titut ion
spec
ifically outla wed. comm unism .
Vietn ames e offi cial s expl aine d that a true
cracy
was an extra vaga nce that Sout h Vietn am, conf rontedemo
d
by
comm unist mena ee· from w·ith in and from with out, could the
not
pres ently affo rd. As law and' orde r were resto red,
they
said ,
addi tiona l demo crati c freed oms coul d ·be prog ressi vely
intro
duce d. In the mean time, the Vietn ames e woul d trus
t
Pres
ident Diem to exer cise his powe r with wisdo m and· justi
ce.5

\::
The Succ essio n cont rove rsy

l
[

'. r

Diem 's poli tica l trium phs had remo ved all doub t abou
t
the futu re of the Fren ch mili tary in Vietn am. The
Vietn
ames
e
Gove rnme nt had expl icitl y requ ested Fran ce to comp
lete
the
with draw al of Fren ch troop s at the earl iest poss ible
and Fran ce was comp lying . By Febr uary 1956 , ·the FEC date ,
only 15,00 0 men, with 5,00 0 sche duled for evac uatio numb ered'
Febr uary and 5,00 0 more in Marc h. The Fren ch plann n in
ed to
abol ish the High Command in Apri l.
The quest1o~ thus aros e: who woul d assum e Fran ce's
resp onsi bilit ies unde r the Gene va Agre emen ts once
had been withd rawn and the High Command abol ished ? the FEe
Frenc h were resp onsi ble for prot ectin g ana supp lyingThe
ICC. They also main taine d a liais on miss ion with the the
ICC
and held co-m embe rship on the Frenc h-DR V Join t
Arm
istice
Comm ission (JAC ). The ICC Chair man in Saigo n belie
ved that~
If the Fren ch canc elled these oblig ation s and the
Vietn
refus ed to acce pt them~ the comm issio n woul d prob ably ames e
to be disso lved some time durin g the summ er of 1956 6 have
.
j.

NY rrime s, 25 Oct 56,

p~·33.

6. (s) Msg, Saigo n 2190 to state , 2 Nov 55 .
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The French wanted written assu'rance from President. Diem
that South Vietnam would take ove'r their responsibilities.
to the ICC and the JAC. Diem, though still refusing to
associate his country with the Geneva Agreements, was willing
to meet the French halfway. If they would leave a small
mission in Vietnam charged with carrying out France's Geneva
obligations, he said, the Vietnamese would quiet1y,take over
the duty of servicing the Icc.7

..:

[
[r

[

The United states "believed that a plan along the lines
of Diem's proposal offered the best hope of solving the
probl~em. ; In Secretary of State Dulles' opinion, "while we
should certainly take no positive step to speed up present
process of decay of-"Geh-eVa: Accords-, neither shoUld we make
the slightest effort to infuse life into them.tt~ In short,
the United states would not mind if the ICC died, but preferred the death to be gradual and quiet.
There was, hOl"Jever, another aspect of the question.
The communists were linking the succession problem to Diem's
refusal to cooperate with the DRV in'holding elections. The
USSR, Poland, Communist China, and the DRV bombarded the
British with demands that the Geneva Conference be reconvened to examine both of these matters. The British turned
down these demands, but, at India's suggestion, proposed
that a co-Chairmen' s meeting be held when the Soviet leadf~rs
visited London in April 1956. The Soviets agreed and when
Khrushchev and Bulganin arrived in London representatives of
the British and Soviet Foreign Ministers wer~ already at
work trying to reach a solution. 9
I

-

Since the summer of 1955 the British position on
elections had changed considerably. The British now seemed
to be taking a closer look at the distinction between the
Geneva Agreements and the Final Declaration of the Geneva
Conference. The requirement for elections was contained

7.

(S) Ms~s, Saigon 2086 to State, 14 Nov 55; 2206,
(C) Msg, Paris 3783 to state, 21 Feb 56.
23 Nov 55.
Msg,
state 1901 to Saigon,' 2 .Dec 55.
8. ~S)
9. S) Ms~s, state 2563 to Saigon, 27 Jan 56; 2914,
27 Feb 5 . (C) Msg, state 2789 to Saigon, 15 Feb 56.
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not in the Vietnam Agreement, but in the declaration, and
this requirement was really little more than an expression
of hope. Probably of more 'In:fluence on Rri tish thtnkl~g
than the US emphasis on'this point had been 'Diern1s political
victories. Whg.tever the reason, t.he British had grown more
optimistic of Diem's chances of providing strong leadership
for Vietnam and less persistent in urging him to' cooperate
in holding elections. At the London meeting the British
. firmly insisted that since consultation between parties had
not taken place in. 1955, there was no possibility of holding
ele~tiorts in 1956. 10
.
The Soviets proved much less aggressive than had been
ApPC3.ren:t~y_ .. unwill~ng_ to provoke a new crisis over
Indochina, they failed to press with their customary vigor
the demands of the Chinese communists and the DRV for a new
Geneva Conference to consider the election issue. The
negotiations in London lasted almost a month, but the British
and Soviet diplomats finally agreed on a course of action.',
In May the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union sent identical
letters to the Governments of North and South Vietnam request- ."
ing them to prevent any violation of the military clauses of
the armistice agreement and to insure that the political
terms of the agreement were carried out. The letters urged
the two Vietnamese regimes to agree upon an early deadline
for consultations on elections, and to give every assistance
to the ICC. The co-Chairme.n also appealed to the ICC to
continue supervising the armistice and requested France to
continue its good offices in support of the ICC, to reach an
agreement with the Vietnamese Government to facilitate the
tasks of the ICC and the JAC, and to preserve the status quo
until these arrangements COUld- be put into effect. ll
expect~d.

r-

-C

This agreeillent created the framework for retaining the
armistice machir.:.ery in Vietnam, but left France and Vietnam
to resolve the question of succession. Settlement of this
issue became possible ~n the early summer of 1956 when Diem
!

!'
i

10. lS) Msgs, Saigon 2137 to state, 18 Nov 55; 2777,
10 Jan 56; State 3432 to Saigon, ~2 Apr 56. NY Times,
10 Apr 56, ~. 2.
' ..
11. (S) Msgs, Paris SECTO 32 to State, 6 May 56; state
3749 to Saigon, 11 May 56. (S) NIE 63-56, 17 Jul 56.
.
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relaxed his uncompromising stand against publicly associating·
his country with the· Geneva settlement·. Replying to the
co-Chairmenfs notes .of May, the President bound South Vietna.m
to respect the armlsitice and to provide security for the ICC.
With this concession as a point of departure, the French and
the Vietnamese found it easier to solve the succession problem. After conside~able debate, they reached an agreement
in July. In an exchange of notes, Vietnam promised to
replace the French liaison mission to the ICC; France agreed
to maintain its membership on the JAC and to continue bearing
the expenses of the ICC.l2
The formula adopted by the co-Chairmen and complied
with by all the int-erest-ed·parties solved few of the basic
problems of the armistice. It merely deferred the ordeal
of corning to grips with them. In some respects, the Department of State believed, these problems had been aggravated.
For one thing, the accent on elections in the co-Chairrnenfs
messages was expected to make the ICC all the more anxious
to get the RVN and the DRV together for consultations, and
Diem had not changed his mind on this score. For another,
although the armistice machinery was still functioning., Diem
was unlikely to tolerate indefinitely Francefs role on the
JAC, and even more unlikely to take over this role himself.
On the other hand, the London solution produced
important advantages. It carried South Vietnam safely
through the crucial month of July 1956, which many diplomats
had feared would be a month of crisis. Agreement had also
frustrated, for the time being at least, communist efforts
to have a nine-power conference convened to discuss Indochina. Finally, although Diem had been forced to abandon
his aloof attitude towards the Geneva Agreements, he still
enjoyed, by virtue of the ICCfs continued presence in Vietnam,
a deterrent to aggressive action by the DRV.13 On balance,
Diem had probably gained more than he had lost.
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US Aid to RVN
By the fall of 1956 Diem could take justifiable pride
in what he had accomplished against heav:y-.. odds. Reviewing
12. (S) NIE 63-56, 17 Jul 56. (c) Msg, Saigon 287 to
State, 24 Jul 56.
13. (S) Msg, State 3749 to Saigon, 11 May 56.
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his accomplishments'· for General O'Ianiel in October' 1956,
Diem noted that 1955 had been his year of "successful
decisions. " :1is country had achieved "political stability,
internal security and ,national independence." His army was
loyal, and to a. degree, battle-tested. "Vietnam is a '
democratic Republic now," he stated. The solution of the
refugee problem was in sight. Nor had Vietnam "neglected
altogether" its economic problems. "We are no longer under
'French e'conomic control; we control the course of our
foreign trade, and.the flow of foreign exchange; we have
our 0wn National Bank and our own monetary system. Above
all, with the help of the United states, we have escaped
economic chaos during the formative period of our'independence. "14.
. __ ._....... .
3
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Actually, although the economic situation in South
Vietnam was no longer chaotic~ neither was it encouraging.
Normally an agricultural surplus area, South Vietnam had
suffered a decline in rice exports since the war, and this
factor, coupled with large imports- of consumer and capital
goods, had resulted in a substantial deficit in the
country's balance of payments. Economic problems were
further complicated by the 1.<J'ithdrawal of French military
forces, the termination of France's preferential trade
status, and the loosening of French-Vietnamese political.
ties, which combined to curtail the scale of French
industrial and commercial activity in South Vietnam. Diem
had declared 1956 a year of economic consolidation, but
through the first haJf of the year he continued to focus
at~ention on security and political issues.
Nevertheless,
the GVN made some progress in building an organizational
structure to replace the institutions of the French colonial
period, including an independent national bank, an investment fund, a government-owned commercial bank, and an
independent currency.
That South Vietnam had escaped economic chaos or worse
was almost entirely due to the large amounts of money and
capital goods given to it by the United States. Without US
aid, Diem readily admitted, lithe seeming air of well being
would disappear overnight. "15

I

i~

14. (c) "Diem's Paper Re Their Needs (Economic) from
General 0' D1.niel, tI n. d. !Oct' 567 (hereafter cited -,as
~
Dierr,' s Paper).
15. (C-) Diem's Paper.

185

r

"

TOP §EG~
Bep;lnninl.:"'-; in·

1SJ~)l~

the United Staten had, for FY 1955,
e mi11ion in economic ald. Al thllugh
the United ~1tatc:J reduced lts contributiun for economic
,
f3UPP{),J t in PY 1 {)~6 to :1;216.3 million, thls· reduction had
been more than offse,t by the mill tary aid provided during
FY 1956. Through its various aid programs the United states
was financing by 1956, about 90 percent of the GVN military
budget, 75 percent of South Vietnam's impo~ts, and 65 percent
of the combined military-civilian budget. le
g:1 ven South Vietnam $3~~5.

Most of the economic aid furnished South Vietnam was in
the form of defense support. Needed commodities were shipped
free of charge to South Vietnam by the United States. ·These
commodities were·-tnen sold --to the· people of Vietnam by the
GVN to meet its expenses, most of which were military expenditures. For example, the salaries of the regular military
forces were paid from these funds. A total of $488.8 million
of defense support aid, administered by the International
Cooperation Administration (ICA), was made available to South
Vietnam under the FY 1955 and FY 1956 programs. 17

..

other forms of economic aid to South Vietnam included
development loans, special assistance funds, contingency
funds and surplus agricultural products. The United States
also furnished technical assistance in agriculture, industry
and mining, transportation and community development. Not
only had the United states paid the cost of Operation EXODUS
($56.1 million), it also bore most of the cost of feeding,
housing and resettling nearly 700,000 of these refugees in
the two years that followed. 18
United States military aid to Vietnam was channeled
chiefly through the f1ili tary As sistance Program (MAP).
Administered by the Assistant Secretary of Defense
(ISA), MAP aid consisted of the military equipment
16. (U) AID, "U.S. Foreign Assistance and Assistance
From International Organizations, July 1, 1945-June 30,
1962," !Revised7, p. 69. (s) NIE 63-56, 17 Jul 56, p. 8.
17. (u) state-Defense-ICA, "A Summary Presentation, MSP,
FY 1960," Mar 59, AID, S&R Div. Rpt by Subcom on State Department Organization and Public Affairs to S ... · Com on Foreign
Relations, 30-31 Jul 59, 86th Cong, 1st sess, pp. 203-204
(hereafter cited as "Situation in Vietnam").
18. "Situation in Vietnam," p. 42. (S-NOFORN) Dept of
State IR 7256, 23 May 56~ pp. 57-58.
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supp lies, train ing, and serv ices give n to the vietn ames
e
arme d force s as part of the Mut~a: Secu rity Progr
am.
Mili tary Assi stanc e Progr am, 'aid to Vietn am for FY 1956
the
firs t year it w~s progr amed , total ed $167 mill ion. 1
9 ,
Pres iden t Diem," altho ugh grat eful for the aid he had
thus far rece ived , was not satis fied that the Unit
ed state s
'was givin g Sout h Vietn am the righ t kind of aid.. This
appa rentl y the insp irati on for his Octo ber lett er to was
Gene ral
O'Da niel with whom he had enjoy ed good rela tion s.
Diem
prob ably belie ved that Gene ral O'Da niel woul
pion his
caus e in Wash ingto n. Thus alon g with a lengdthycham
diag
nosi s
of Sout h Vietn am '-S---€conomic ill-so , - Diem prov ided a spec
ific
pres crip tion for thei r relie f.
.
He bega n by givin g O'Da niel "a real istic look" at the
over all state of the econo my. The basi s of that
my,
Diem note d, was agri cultu re. But Sout h Vietn am's econo
agri
was at only 70 perc ent of the prew ar leve l. Rice expocultu re
that in prew ar year s had reach ed 1.5 mill ion tons annu rts
were now virtu ally none xiste nt. Live stock had suffe ally
cata strop hic decl ine." Indu stria l prod uctio n, neve red "a
r sign ificant , was now at the vani shing poin t. If With the loss
of
Nort h Vietn am,rr Diem said , "we have lost our coal ,
ceme
nt,
glas s work s, and our cotto n mill s. We have becom e
impo
of almo st ever ythin g." And the hard fact was that Sout rters
h
Vi.et nam's expo rt· s durin g 1955 had paid for only 25
perc
of its impo rts. Also part of this disco urag ing pictu ent
a sharp decl ine in tax colle ction s, a sharp incre ase re were
duct ion cost s, risin g price s refle ctin g infla tion ary in propres sure s, and an arti fici al rate of exch ange .
Diem want ed more US econo mic help --and the impl icati
on
was help on a mass ive scal e--to rebu ild highw
ays
and
rail
lines and to buil d new ones , so that untap ped
rces in
such remot~ area s as the High Plate au and the resou
Plain
e
Jonc s could be tapp ed. He want ed US help to devel oD des
!fele ctric powe r reso urce s, resto re the suga r refine~ies
;

19. (S-NOFORN) ASD( ISA), Mutu ai'S'e curit y
ram:
Fisc al Year 1958 Estim ates; Worl d-Wi de Summary Prog
state
men ts,
No. 105; East and Paci fic, No. 105; Non- Regi onal Prog
rams ,
No. 105.
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cY'I.::on.te a textile and paper industry, bring in more heavy
f'arr:l equipment to put our abandoned land back into cuI tivatlon etc."

r"

B'rom now on, therefore, 'v,re h()pe that
American aid w6uld assist us in building a
balanced agricultur~l and industrial economy.
This is the only way in which we can increase
. our production and exports, find new sources
of employment for ·our growing population,
expand our purchasing power nationally and
.internationally, develop managerial skills,
and give rise to an enterprising middle
class ._~O
....
_....__ . . .
_
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l

.,0,

r
[

He intended, Diem told General O'Daniel,to simplify and
ease the flow of capital "in full recognition of the profit
motive ll so that private investment could be persuaded to
supplement US aid. He also intended to push ahead with
agrarian reform, redistributing land among farmers, but not
by seizing it "at the point of a gunll from landlords. He
intended to buy it from them when he could find the money.
Again the United States could be helpful in furnishing the
$20 million which would be needed for the initial payment,
about 10 percent of the total value of the land, to the
landlords.

[:
(
r-

L

South Vietnam had riust entered what Diem termed "Year
Three of Our Statehood.' Almost a century of colonialism had
left it nearly devoid of trained native administrative talent.
"All the executive and many of the minor posts were in
French hands; they neither taught nor encouraged Vietnamese
to partiCipate in commerce or industry or practice the
1iberal professions. The country has hardly any doctors,
engineers, technicians and economic specialists of all types
and descriptions for private or Government serVices," Diem.
stated. Strong efforts were being made to offset the ill
effects of this vacuum in native talent by offshore training
and inducement of trained Vietnamese to return from France.
But again, Diem pointed out, he must have help from the

C
l.

[

[
'.

20. (C) Diem's Paper, pp. 6-7.
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Unit ed Stat es, in addi tion ·to Un'it ed state s Oper at.ion
s
'Miss ion (USOM)21 spe~ialists,· to train his' peop
le
in
the
many skil ls that were so desp erate ly need ed in Sout
h Vietn

r'"

I,

I.
i:,

I
1

I

r
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r

am.

The type s of aid that Diem soug ht in his lette
Gene ral O'Da niel were gene rally of a long -term natu r to
re from
whic h imme diate resu lts coul d not be expe cted. Neve
rthel ess,
the Unit ed State s gear ed its econo mic aid progr ams for
.nex t seve ral year s to the requ irem ents Diem had outli the
ned.
The~Security

1::'

./

Thre at

It was fortu nate for the RVN that these effo rts to
stren gthe n the--e conom y-'an d to build up an indu
l base
could take plac e in a perio d of relat ive'p eace stria
and
secu
both in Sout h Vietn am's citie s and in the coun trysi de. rity,
By
the summer of 1956 , acco rding to a US intel ligen ce
eval
uatio
n,
the secu rity pictu re in Sout h Vietn am was subs tanti
ally
brig hter than it had been a year befo re. The sects
had been
all but destr oyed ; only an estim ated 2,000 rema
ined
in smal l
band s scat tered abou t the coun try. The impo rtant sect
lead ers had been kille d, capt ured , drive n but
the coun try,
or indu ced to rally to the gove rnme nt. Ba Cut,of once
most feare d and elus ive of sect chie ftain s, had been the
captu red
and guil lotin ed.
The comm unist thre at, howe ver, was stil l real . In
the
mid!?t of thei r gene rally optim istic e:3ti mate s in 1956
US
intel ligen ce offi cial s injec ted an omin ous note : in
the
even t of larg e-sc ale, conc erted guer rilla attac k, supp
orted
by infi ltrat ion of men and supp lies from the nort h,
rela
tive ly
large area s of rura l Vietn am prob ably woul d be lost
to
gove rnme nt cont rol. 22
Altho ugh the last Viet Minh unit s had left Sout h Vietn
am
on 18 May 1955 , a year late r US and GVN intel ligen
ce

..

).

21. The Unit ed state s Oper ation s Miss ion was the field
leve l offic e of the Fore ign Oper ation s Adm inist
ratio n, whic h
was estab lishe d on 1 Augu st 1953 and was resp onsi
ble for
conti nuou s supe rvisi on, gene ral dire ction , and coor
dina tion
of all fore ign assis tanc e oper ation s, unde r the polic
dire ction of the Secr etari es of Stat e, Defe nse, and y
Trea sury .
22. (S) NIE 63-5 6, 17 Jul-5 6, pp. 9-10 .
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off.icials could not· estimate accurately the number of' active
communist agents operating in South Vietnam. The GVN tended
to minimize this threat. The VNA Chief of Intelligercr-;
tlluintained that 'Viet M.1nh str~ngth in mid-1956 wa,s only
1,360. men in acti\·~:}. guerrilla cadres out of a total hostile
force nuinbering 6)JOO to 8,000. United States intelligence
agencies., however, estimated the communist s-trength in
skeleton battalions and companies at between 8,000 and
10,000 men. Whatever the communists 1 (now called Viet Cong)23
numbers, and most sources agreed that they were relatively
few' in 1956, the communists controlled substantial areas of
South Vietnam, particularly the mountain areas along the
Cambodian and Laotian borders and the jungle regions of the
delta. Since the GVN- did -not outlaw cotnmunism until almost
the end of 1956, Viet Cong agents were also able to operate
openly';"T.Jl1-<, the cities infiltrating the various worker and
business movements. 2 4
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RVN Forces

[

The French completed the withdrawal of their forces and
abolished the Hi'gh Command in April 1956, leaving only ,a
small military mission to carry out the remaining French
responsibilities under the terms of the Geneva Agreements.
The completion of the French withdrawal necessitated, more
than ever, a strong, well-trained RVNAF .

r
[-

There was no question of the necessity for maintaining
large regular armed forces and extensive police forces, the

r

23. viet Cong (VC) is a derogatory contraction of the
Vietnamese term of Vietnamese communist that came into g~neral
use in 1956-1957 in referring to the communist guerrillas and
terrorists operating in South Vietnam.' (U) SORO, US Army
Handbook for Vietnam, p. 324. (S) Rpt, Dept of State, RFE 59,
i1sftuat1on and Short-Term Prospects in South Vietnam,"
3 Dec 63.
24. (S) NIE 63-56, 17 Jul 56.
(S) Dept of state,
Intelligence Brief 2070, 13 Feb 57. (.S) ;NIE 63-57, pp. 10-11.
\s) Dept of State IR 7197, 6 Apr 56, po.·6. P. J~~ Honey,
I Democracy in the Republic
of Vietnam," in S. Rose (ed.),
Politics in Southern Asia (1963), p. 204.
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high cost of whic h was born~ by the Unit ed state s.
The
,pres ence of the Viet Cong with in the coun try
and ,the exis tence of a~ 2nemy state acro ss the north ern bord er of
Vietn am pose d form idabl e dang ers to the Repu blic of Sout h
and in the judgm ent of' US auth oriti es made the supp Vietn am,
ort of
adeq uate, train 'ed mili tary and polic 'e force s by Diem
's
gove rnme nt mand atory .
Regu lar Forc es
~ The miss ion ,of the Vietn ames e Nati onal Army
(VNA) was
to main tain inte rnal secu rity. More over, as we have
it grad ually and with out NSC sanc tion was give n the seen ,
func tion of temporar:f~ty resi stin g exte rnal aggr essio added ,
noted earl ier, the Unit ed state s had agre ed to supp n. As
force goal for all the arme d forc es of Sout h Vietn amort a
150,0 00 pers onne l, comp risin g the Navy and Air Forc e of
as
well as the VNA, by 1 July 1956 . At the begi nnin g
of
1956 "
the VNA alon e had almo st 156,0 00 men and offic ers,
inclu
abou t 16,00 0 sect troop s who had to be integ rated into ding
the
arme d force s by 1 July 1956 . The plan s deve loped by
MAAG
,
Vietn am for orga niza tion of the VNA with in the appro
ved
force goal s calle d for a mili tary stren gth of 142,0 00
with
a civi lian stren gth of 4,91 9 (see follo wing char
t
for
deta iled orga niza tion) . The Sout h Vietn ames e Navy and
Forc e, toge ther acco untin g for abou t 7,00 0, comp leted Air
the
150, 000- force struc ture . 2 ,

By midy ear the VNA had abou t 145,0 00 offic
and men,
orga nized into four field divis ions (8,50 0 men ers
each
ligh t infa ntry divis ions (5,22 5 men each ), one airbo), six
group ment (4,00 0 men) , 13 terr itor ial regim ents (1,62rne
each ), five sepa rate sect regim ents, and 15 asso rted 5 men
comb at
batta lion s. 2b
Any part or all of the VNA migh t be used at the discreti on of the Pres iden t for main tenan ce of inte
rnal
secu rity. The terr itor ial regim ents had the sole
miss ion

25. ( S) Memo, COL F. F. Evan s ' ( OASD/ISA/FER) to Dir
FER/ ISA, 16 Jun 59, ISA File 200 Vietn am (16"J
un 59)~ RG 330,
case 63A- 1672 , FRe.
.
26. (s) NIE 63-5 6, 17 Jul 56, p. 9.
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PLANNED ORGANIZATION,. VNA2'r

[-

strength
Activity
Armed Forces Headquarters

.. ;.'.

Military

Civilian

2,491

449

Fieid Divis6ns (4 at 8,500)

34,000

Light Divisions (6 at 5,225)

31, 350

F
[

4,000

Airborne RCT
Army Troops
Arms
Services

[

279
6,409

13~

Military Regions (3)
Heaqquarters Units
Territorial Regiments
(13 at 1~625)

21,125
8,999

Schools and Training Centers

6,000
9,640
142,000

Pipeline
Total

134

4~707

other Units

[

4,336

r

r
[

4~

919

I

r
27. (S) Country Statement on MDAP, Non-NATO Countries,
15 Jan 56, CCS 092 (8-22-46) (2) sec 24, and BP pt 8 .
.(Hereafter cited as US Country

'Statement~

1955.)
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of internal security while the divisions had the additional.
rnission of resistance to external aggression. The presence
of VNA units throughout the cc~ntryside was intended to .
deter subversion. They were to be employed actively as .. ,
pacification fo~ces only when the local civilian autho~ities
found themselves unable to cope with such activities.2~
.
The VNA had evolved from a loose conglomeration of
'units, primarily of battalion size, that had fought for the
French and that had been dependent upon the French Union
mil~tary establishment in Indochina.
To accomplish the
missions now assigned to it,.: the VNA would require a pro-'
fessional skill and competence beyond that currently possessed
by its' soldiers. and---.-o:r:ficers, __ r.egardless of their native
ability and past experience under French leadership. The
training of the VNA,- therefore, was a matter of continuing
concern to US military officialso While the Chief, MAAG,
had assumed the responsibility for aSSisting the GVN in
training its army in early 1955, he had done so under certain
handicaps. His most serious were the shortage of, US military
training personnel and problems stemming from the integration
of French and US training personnel in TRIM.29
With the inactivation o:f the French High Command in
April 1956, TRIM ceased to exist. While this permitted US
personnel to operate more freely, it was not immediately
accompanied by an increase in US military trainers. The
ceiling imposed upon the number of US military personnel in
Vietnam did not even allow advisers to be placed with all
regiments, although two US advisers in each battalion-sized
unit would have been appropriate. United States personnel
were detailed to VNA training centers, to units at division
level, and to major territorial commands, to supervise the
training program. Developed by General O'Daniel in 1955,
this program called for further reorganization of the VNA
along US lines and the regroupment of units :for training.
The goal was to bring the VNA to a state of readiness that
would render it capable by the end of 1956 of maintaining
security within South Vietnam, containing VietCong border

28. (S) Msg, CHMAAG, Vietnam 1469A to OSD, 11 Jan 56.
29. (S-NOFORN) NIS 43D, "South Vietnam,1f Ch. VIII

!

i

i.

193

·

.. ............... ,. ,... '" ..........
'

'

"

"

- .. '.. . ....

~.

....

'

.. ... ...
'

,

~

....

"'~

.

..... ..

r
ffl)~

'per. e-cl'ations, and in the event of invasion, of delaying the
invaders for at least 60 days while wlthdraWing3brom the
17th Parallel to the area of TO·:_i.r3.l1e ( D3. Nang).
'

:'.,

r

During avis1t .to Washington in December 1955, General
0 1 Daniel predi'ctedthat with six months' additional training

[-

the VNA would be' able to delay any Viet Cong invasion by two
to four months.· He also stated that by rn1d-1956 the caliber
of the individual VNA soldier would equal that of the Viet
Cong.3 1
These predictions stemmed from the expectation that the
The
program, based on.a. 25-week.-.cycle,was designed to take the
VNA progressively·through individual, cqrnpany battalion, and
regimental advanced training. A four-week division exercise
would complete the cycle. Unfortunately, the frequent
diversion of VNA units from their scheduled training to field
operations against subversive elements considerably slowed
the rate of training progress. United states officials
could do little about this, but held some hope that the
creation and strengthening of paramilitary forces might
relieve the VNA of many of these security missions. Among
other deficiencies that hampered the training of the VNA
were: (1) lack of uniformity in training and standards
because of the varied local interpretations of directives
and the absence of supervisors; (2) shortage of qualified
Vietnamese personnel as instructors and training directors;
(3) shortage of suitable training sites and facilities; (4)
lack of experienced officers trained fo~ higher staffs and
comrnands.32

[

.'.

r'

VNA training program could be carried out smoothly.

This last deficiency, lack of qualifed officers, was a
very real handicap not only in training but in operations.
According to a study prepared by the US Army staff, the VNA
required 11,250 officers but had only 7,000. Seventy percent
of the company grade officers were qualified for their rank,
30 percent of the field grade officers were qualified, and
only 10 percent of the senior 'officers were qualified. The

30. (s) us Country statement, 1955 ...

31. (S) Memo, DDI, JS to ASD(SO) I1Ernerginf? Pattern-South
Vietnam, It 21 Dec 55, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 17.
32. (S) us Country Statement, 1955.
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training of officers for the VNA was therefore an important
facet of the overall' training program. A combined Staff
College and Senior Officers School outside Sai30~ offered .
four- to five-month courses for about.. 100' battalion~ regi~
mental, and divisional commanders and staff officers'. There
were also two officer candidate schools. One at Dalat was
conducted in the st. Cyr tradition and turned out "-excellent"
platoon leaders. The other, at Thu Duc, was for reserve·
·officers and turned out "good" platoon leaders. 33
Perhaps the weakest element of the VNA was its logisticai
s.'ystem. Pattern~d after that of the French Army, it was
,
inadequate to support even peacetime operations. To' overcome;
the deficiencies of the system~ including an acute shortage '
of s:Pecialisfs~·arid·-tec}m:tcians~ '-"the United states was helping:
the VNA to develop a logistical system based on US practice.
As part of this effort the United States was also providing
offshore schooling, special courses in Vietnamese schools,
and on-the-job.training. Until these efforts were realized,.
however, the VNA would require the· as·sistance· of a large
number of US and/or other allied specialists and technical
advisers in the supply and maintenance fields.
3

In terms of equipment the VNA was not too badly off~
having inherited a large part of the material and weapons
that the ·United States' had sent into Indochina prior to 1955.
This in itself presented a problem, however. 'The VNA had an
excess of various types of MDAP eqUipment. To store and
maintain these items placed a considerable burden on the
weak logistics system. Despite this burden, President Diem
was very reluctant to return any part of the eqUipment to US
control. The Chief, MAAG, noted that the .GVN, under the
terms of the Pentalateral Agreement, retained title to all
MDAP eqUipment in its possession. IIConsiderable pressure
and tact" would be needed to persuade the GVN to return the
excesses. Another serious problem existed with regard to
automotive equipment~ much of which was in serious disrepair
as a result of initially French, and subsequently Vietnamese~
substandard maintenance.
General O'Daniel's successor, Lieutenant General
Samuel T. Williams~ USA, once he was no longer required to
cooperate and compromise with Fren·~h·training officers ~ was

33. (TS) CSAM 32-56 to
(6-25-48) (2) sec 20.

Jcs~'16

l.
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~ble to carry out h+s training plans more readily.
On 29
April 1956 he redesignated TRIM the Combat Arms and Training
Ort;u';--lization (CATO) 'of the MAAG and gave it sole responsioili~y for training ground forces.

Temporary Equipment Recovery Mission
An Interagency Costing Team, which returned from
Vietnam in January 1956; reported that because of the
reduction of French personnel, control of MDAP spares and
supplies had been lost. As a·result, "the capability of
supply of forces in the field in the event hostilities should
be resumed in mid~1956 wbUl-dbe virtually nop-existent."
Furthermore, because of the shortage of US personnel, the
French were. handling the redistribution of excess MDAP
equipment to their own advantage, carefully sorting out the
useful items and returning to the United states as excess
the unserviceable ones. Secretary Wilson advised Secretary
Dulles on 31 Janury 1956 that the immediate dispatch to
Vietnam of a team of 150 to 200 Americans skilled' .in -,'s~upply
and logistics would save the United States not less that
$100 million worth of mater1q.l.3 4 Although the Secretary of
Defense did not mention it, such a team would also relieve
MAAG's personnel problems by releasing officers for training
duties.
The,Department of State agreed with the creation of a
US Temporary Equipment Recovery ·Missio.n (TERM) with a double'
purpose of supervising the recovery (identification, inventory,

34. (s) Ltr, SecDef to

SecState~

31 Jan 56; NIH of
JCS 1992/500~ 20 Feb 56, same file. The status of the
recovery program as of March 1956, . according to the I:epartment of state, was as follows: The total cost of equipment
sent to Indochina during the war was $1.2 billion, of which
$941 million was military hardware. Of this $941 million,
$154 million had been turned over to Cambodia and Laos, $198
million was still in the possession of the FEe, and $81 million
had been declared excess and shipped out.of Vietnam. Of the
estimated $508 million remaining the bulk was in the nominal
custody of the Vietnamese, but in fact lay in unprotected
sypply dumps without proper maintenance. (C) Msg, state 3225
to Paris, 3. Mar 56.
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and acco untin g cont rol) and retu rn of exce ss
equip ment
and assi sting in the impro veme nt of Vietn ames MDAP
e logi stica l
capa bilit ies. stat e's acqu iesen ce was cond ition al upon
the
unde rstan ding that , whil e TERM woul d perfo rm certa
in
ing func tions insep arab le from the task of reco verin train g and
main taini ng US~origin equip ment in V~etnam, such func
shou ld in no case be allow ed to becom e the sing le or tions
prim ary duty of TERM, as disti ngui shed from the MAAG even
.add ition , the state Depa rtmen t stron gly desi red that . In
TERM
perso nnel wear civi lian cloth ing when ever poss ible durin
g
the~r assig nmen t in Vietn am.3 5
.
Th¢r e was some init ial obje ction by othe coun tries
to
the intro duct ion of addi tion al US troop s into rVietn
am.
Altho u'gh Franc e- and the . Unit ed Kingdom vigo rous ly oppo
TERM as a viol ation of the agree ment on Vietn am, they sed
ated thei r oppo sitio n afte r Indi a and Cana da appro ved mode rmiss ion and afte r the Unit ed Stat es made it clea r that the
proj ect woul d be carr ied out desp ite the fore ign obje the
The ICC, howe ver, delay ed gran ting its form al appr ovalction s.
the Unite d state s, impa tient over the ICC' s proc rasti , and
in May 1956 dispa tched TERM to Vietn am over the Com natio n,
missi on's
prot est. The firs t incre meut of TERM, 48 offic ers and
enlis ted men, arriv ed in late May. The TERM even tuall 38
to a tota l stren gth of 350 and its estab lishm ent allowy grew
Gene ral Willi ams prog ressi vely to dive rt more and more ed
of
his rela tive ly few offic ers and men from logi stica l
dutie
s
in supp ort of the VNA to CATO.3 6
By the end of 1956 , TERM had subs tanti ally impr oved
the
orga niza tion of Vietn ames e logi stica l serv ices and
had
launc hed an exte nsiv e logi stica l train ing progr am.
Perha ps
of equa l impo rtanc e, TERM had larg ely freed MAAG
of logi stica l
35. (u) Ltr, DepU Secst ate to SeeD ef, 1 'May 56, Penta
gon
Pape rs, Vol. 10, pp. 1057 -105 8.
(C) Jt. State /DeI ' Msg
(stat e 3430 ) to Saig on, 12 Apr 56.
36. (c) Msgs , state 2950 to Saig on, 29 FeD
2981 ,
2 Mar 56. (S) Msgs , State 3292 to Saig on, 30 Mar56;56,3
722,
7 Apr 56. (C) Msg, Saigo n 309 to Stat e, 25 Jul 56. (S)
trMAAG Vietn am Quar terly Acti vitie s Repo rt No.1 for
perio d
endin g 31 May 1956 ," 10 Jun 56, CCS 092 Asia (6-25
-48)
(2)
BP pt 10.
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responsibilities; thus enabling critically needed personnel
to be assjgned to training activities. Thereafter, the
tr'alning program gained momentum. In the period 1957-1959
TERJV: also processed, about $650 million worth of MDAP equipment, shipped out. e:x:cess, removed scrap from collecting
points, transferred serviceable material to the RVN forces
(more than $300 million worth) and other agencies, and
shipped repairable vehicles to Japan for rebuilding (more
than 9,000 by mid-1958 )_. 37
_

r
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~ith respect to the VNA, US intelligence authorities in
mid-1956 were somewhat less ·sanguine:than General O'D3.niel
had been in late 1955, stating that the VNA would have to
undergo at least six months- of uninterrupted training before
it rea~ged "minimum operational effectiveness" at division
level. j
Nevertheless US officials in Saigon believed that
the VNA was capable of performing the two missions of main. taining internal security and of delaying any Viet .Cong
invasion until help arrived.39

[~

[

[

r

VNAF and VNN
The French retained exclusive responsibility for training the Vietnamese Navy (VNN) and Air Force (VNAF); and US
influence on these services was limited accordingly. As of
mid-1956, the VNN and VNAF were still in an embryonic state.
The VNAF. boasted 3,336 men with an inventory of 143 planes,
mostly trainer-liaison and transport types. Although the
VNAF had been receiving F-8-F aircraft (piston fighters), it
had so far been unable tb mount even limited flight operations because of a lack of qualified maintenance personnel.
The VNN numbered, including marine units, 3,616 men with an
inventory of three submarine chasers, three coastal minesweepers, 14 amphibious vessels"and 170 smaller amphibious
and patrol craft. United States experts considered the VNN

. -
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37. (S) US Country statement, 1956. (S) OCE, "Progress
--Report on U. S. Policy in Mainland Southeast Asia (NSC 5612/1), fJ
-J..4 Mar 57, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48)· (2) 8e-c·-31. (S) MAAGVietnam Narrative Statement, Nov 58--with changes through
September 59, pp. 43-43.1.
38. (S) NIE 63-56, l7 ~u1 56, p. 6.
39. (s) US Country statement, 1956.
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in 1956 capable of ...under~akingriver patrol and minor. coastal
and amphibious operation~;. 40 .

r·

..

i

Increase in MAAG Personnel

I·

By the creation of TERM the United states attempted to
increase the number of military assistance personnel in
·Vietnam and at the same time to sidestep the issue of US
adherence to the' Geneva ceiling. Although the parties to
the~Geneva Agreements were generally critical of this action,
the United states established a new limit of·692 on military
assistance personnel in Vietnam, 342 in MAAG and·350 in TERM.
In 1957., .with __ the departure of the French Navy and Air Force
training missions, MAAG and TERM were reorganized. New
Joint Tables of Distribution were approved increasing the
combined authorized strength of US military assistance personnel to 736. Of these spaces, 535 were ArmY, 76 were Navy,
122 were Air Force, and 3 were Marine Corps.4l
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Paramilitary Forc-es
I.

The Civil Guard
When the war ended in 1954, a number of auxiliary army
units with a total strength of nearly 50,000 remained
scattered throughout the RVN without. specific missions or
positive goals. Because these paramilitary units were
generally controlled by provincial governors and other
regional leaders, and were employed almost as private armies
by these men, they represented· a potential threat to the
central government. At the same time they constituted a
potential source of experienced manp8~er that could be used
to advantage in fighting subversion.

r.-

-- r

On 8 April 1955, Diem had created from these remnant
units a Civil Guard (CG). He placed this organization under
I

I\
40. (s) NIE 63-56, 17 Jul· 56, pp. 9-10.
.. -~.. ".-"' ... ' .
41. (TS ) Study, "US National 'P91icy Toward Vietnam, .... _-. __ ', _~.<.
1945-1962," OCMH, DA, p. 52. (TS) Study, liThe U.S. Army Role
in The Conflict in Vietnam," OCMH, DA, Ch. III, p. 39.
42. (TS) MS, "U.S. Policy Toward Vietnam Since 1945,"
23 Jul 62, p. 43, OCMH, DA .
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. his Ministry of the Interior. Diem apparently reasoned that
by c:"'inging these, units under central control in the CG he
c01.;~lci eliminate a threat to his government and at the same
t~me create an agency that could relieve the VNA of internal
sec ·~~ri ty duties; enforce law and order in the countryside ~
col~ect intelligence, and carry out other countersubversive
functions. 43
.

['

[~

['

Several months earlier General Collins,had approved the
formation of ' a National' Police DoS one of three law enforcement ageficies for South Vietnam. He had not, however,
agreea to provide any direct US support for such an organization. Wh~n Diem formed the CG, which US officials equated
with the 'National----Poliee-, '-t'h-e United 'States' furnished it no
weapons or support other than some training assistance and
advice. 44

r
[

At President Diem's request, the United States arranged
to bring to RVN an advisory and training mission from
Michigan State University (MSU). This group, which was under
joint contract to USOM and the GVN and which eventually
numbered about 25 persons, had begun arriving in RVN in May
1955. The group was charged with providing the GVN with
advice and training in government organization and management,
specifically including police administration. 4 5

[

,.
[.

The MSU advisers assisted, in coordination with the
MAAG and the VNA, in a CG training program, largely in basic
military' subjects. They insisted, however, that the CG
should be a civilian police organization in every respect,
located apart from any military encampments and directed and

[

I
43. (S) NIS 43D, Ch. VIII, IIArmed Forces," p. 29.
John D. Montgomery, The Politics of Foreign Aid (1962)~
pp. 64-70.
44. (S) Memo, DDI, JS to CJCS, "Vietnamese Civil Guard
and Police, Origin and Current Status~" 3 Jul 56.
45. (TS) Memo, aCB Secretariat Staff to Board Assistants, ."Deta'iled' Development ofMaj or Actions Relating to'
Southeast Asia (NSC 5405 and portions of.,NSC·5429/5) from
March 16 through September 16, 1955," 2 Dec' 55, CCS 092
Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 16.
(S) NIS 43D, sec 55, "National'
PoliCies," 'p. 11. Montgomery, The Politics of Foreign Aid,
p. 64.
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instr ucte d by civi lian pers onne l. They want ed the
lined and arme d with weap ons and equip ment suite d toCG strea mpolic e duti es. The MSU advi sers addi tion ally ' prop civi l
osed to
the US Miss ion that the CG be garri sone d perm anen tly
villa ges rath er than bein g a mob ile, tran sien t forc e. in
Whil e
the CG had a prim ary miss ion of main taini ng inte rnal
secu
rity,
the MSU advi sers hope d that in so doin g it coul d gain
for
GVN cEgf idenc e and alleg ianc e of the peop le in the coun the
try·side . .
_ The recom mend ation s by thes e US advi sers for orie ntin
away from para mili tary orga niza tion and oper ation s g
were not acce pted by Pres" ldent Diem. Diem seem ed to
large para mili tary organiz~tiQn d~ployed wide ly throu want a
the prov inces ana" -c-6n trolle d by him throu gh the prov ghou t
chie fs. In Nove mber 1955 he tran sferr ed the CG from ince
Mini stry of the Inte rior to his dire ct cont rol. Accothe
to the Depu ty Dire ctor for Inte llige nce, Join t Staf rding
was only a temp orary expe dien t so that the CG could f, this
as an auxi liary force to the VNA, not as an adju nct func tion
of the
VNA.
the~CG

By mid- 1956 the CG had a stren gth of abou t 51,-0 00,
deplo yed among three mili tary regio ns of Sout
h Vietnam~ The
majo rity, 35,0 00, were stati oned in the sout hern
third of
the natio n, old Coch in-Ch ina. In north ern Sout h Vietn
there were abou t 9,000 CG pers onne l, and in the cent am,
ral
plate au and coas tal area abou t 7,00o.~7
The CG had some fixed post assig nmen ts but was basi
cally
a patr ollin g orga niza tion. It did not oper ate in
urba
n
area s that had mun icipa l poli ce. Gene rally , CG unit
comp any size were assig ned to each prov ince . From s of
comp anies grou ps of 12 to 40 men patr olled delin eatethese
of resp onsi bilit y, oper ating out of an' assig ned postd area s
. In
1956 , howe ver, it had in some insta nces becom e nece ssary
to
empl oy comp anies at full stren gth in area s bein g paci
fied
Once the VNA had estab lishe d cont rol of an area in whic .
h the
Viet Cong were enga ged in subv ersio n, CG unit s oper
ating as

of

46. Mont gome ry, The Poli tic s
'Fore ign Aid, pp.
8. '-.-.
47. (S) Memo, DDI, JS to CJCS, ilVie tnam ese Civi l 66-6
Guar
d
and Polic e-Or igin of and Curr ent statu s," 3 Jul 56.
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companies were moved in to assist in further pacification
When pacification'was completed~ the CG
i:';:r"'nciually aS3umed control from the VNA and reverted to
fl{ lrrn.:l1 patrolling in small groups.
Ch1ef', MAAG, reported
to Washington authorities that in areas in which the CG and
the VNA wel")~~ required to operate simultaneously the commanders coordinated such operations adequately and that
ther~ was no duplication between the two.
He, looked forward
to the day when the CG and the other security forces would
be trained well enough' ,to handle pacification tasks without VNA assistance. "The VNA can then release its units
for much needed combat training," he observed. For the time
being, however, pacification requirements exceeded the
capabilities ofthe-exist1ng territorial army and CG units. 48
of the area.

The MSU advisers and other US personnel involved continued to disagree with Diem over the basic concept of a
CG. The United States pressed for a small, centrally
controlled civil police force living with the villagers it
protected; Diem insisted on a large, decentrali~ed force
responsible to him through the province chiefs.49
The MSU advisory group gradually accepted the necessity
of assigning certain paramilitary responsibilities to the
CG, but it continued to stress its civilian character in all
recommendations. That Vietnamese police officials and
members of the US Country Team agreed with the MSU group did
not change President Diem's mind in regard to the CG. In a
series of decisions in the su~~er of 1957, Diem made clear
his disagreement. When the US advisers proposed giving the
CG powers of arrest and investigation, and authorizing it
to serve subpoenas, they were supported by Vietnamese police
officials but not by the President. Diem also overruled
proposals to assign civilian gendarmerie officers, rather
than VNA officers on temporary duty, to lead CG units.
Further~ he resisted a US suggestion that the CG be reduced
to a force of 30,000 or less. He remained determined to
build a force of at least 50,000 and to use it to augment
his military forces. 50
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48. (s) Msg, CHMAAG, Vietnam, 1469A .to OSD, 11 Jan 56.

49. Montgomery; The Politics of Foreign Aid; pp. 6870. Montgomery's account of the Civil Guard case is based
on the files of the MSU team.
50. Ibid.
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Thes e diffe renc es of opin ion were. refle cted
e
impo rtant ques tion, of equip ment . In July 1957 thein,th
GVN
asked the Unit ed state s to, furn ish the CG $60 mill ion
of heav y equip ment . The MAAG and the MSU team., basi wort h
ng'th eir
prop osals on thei r conc ept of the CG as a civi lian polic
e
orga niza tion, p~oposed a US aid figu re of $14 to $18
mill
ion
for equip ment . A comp romis e was fina lly work ed out
in
1958
in whic h $14 mill ion worth , of, equip ment , inclu
some, of
,the heav y hardw are requ ested by the. GVN, woul dding
be
issue
the CO over a four~year perio d, with the unde rstan ding d to
the,.CG was to be reorg aniz ed 'into a ci 1ian oper ation that ;'
1l
alon g
~he lines prop osed by the US advisers.~,
" "
.;
Litt le prog ress, howe ver., was made in chan ging the
featu res of-'th e- Cd--'f61l'owing thi's' comp romi
se. The
mill ion US progr am for equi ppin g the CGw as held in $14
abey ance
for almo st two year s beca use of the cont inuin g disag reem
ent
with the GVN over its statu s. In Janu ary 1959., when
the
GVN agre ed to tran sfer the CG back to the Mini
of the
Inte rior, the Unit ed Stat es agre ed to move aheastry
d
with
its
aid prog ram. 52 On 30 June the MSU grou p withd rew., leav
ing
the USOM to assum e the advi sory posi tion. 53
•
TWo othe r polic e agen cies main taine
by the GVA were the
Vietn ames e Bure au of Inve stiga tion (Sur,d
ete), a plain cloth es
force simi lar to the FBI, numb ering abou t 5,00 0 men,
Gend arme rie. This latte r'for ce, whic h in mid- 1956 wasand the
bein g
train ed by the MSU grou p, had a curr ent stren gth of
only
but .1,00 0 addi tion al men were bein g recr uited . An even 572,
tual
stren gth of 6,00 0 was cont empl ated.

1

The Self- Defe nse Corp s
\'

I

\'

The CG was not desig ned to prov ide
prot ectio n to
the indiv idua l villa ges in Sout h Vietn am.close
In an effo rt to
furn ish the villa gers some prot ectio n agai nst the Viet
Cong ,
Diem had formed~ on 27 November 1955~ a spec ial
orga
niza
tion,
the Villa ge Def'e nse CorI2s. This soon becam e known as
the
Self Defe nse Corp s (SDC). He plann ed to set'u p indiv
idua l

51. (8) Msg, Saigo n 400 to Stat e, 29 May 59.
52. Ibid .
53. Mont gome ry, The Poli tics of Fore ign Aid, p. 69.
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SDC units in villages, to be activated by the military commander of a specific region and to remain under military
COIY::;I-ul. The SDC would be a static force whose members were
.. r::~;.t:"ve to villages in which they were· employed. They would
know local conditions thoroughly and would be expected to
police and defend the village. These men would perform SDC
service as an extra duty, meanwhile keeping their regular
jobs. The SDC would not be used a~ a pacification force
since it would be established in villages that. had already
been cleared of dissidents. A SDC unit would be established
in each3village of 1,000 or more, the unit consisting
of ORe commander and nine ·members. The to"tal strength of
the SDC was not planned to exceed 60,000 men. The SDC would
be controll.ed by. the GVNS.e.c.r~tary. of Defense in a chain of
command running downward through a Director within the
Department of Defense. General O'Daniel and Admiral Stump
both supported the concept of the SDC as proposed by the
GVN, and recommended that the United states furn~sh the
necessary financial material support.5 4
Because US support was being solicited for the SDC
and because the relationship between the CG and the SDC
was not clear to Washington, the Secretary of Defense asked
CINCPAC and Chief, MAAG, to clarify this relationship and
to be precise concerning the organization, functions, and
employment of the new organization. On 11 January, General
Williams furnished the facts to Washington, pointing out
that the CG had quite a different mission from the SDC. The
latter was being formed to "provide a fixed organi~ation in
each village to protect the people therein from indoctri~
nation and intimidation by the Viet Cong, rebels, bandits
and other dissident groups threatening the local security,
to give needed assistance to villagers, and to organize
anticommunist activities among the population. 1f The VNA
would work closely with the SDC, setting it up, training it,
and controlling its units. There was no prescribed TO&E
for the SDC~but in general each unit would have ten men and
the total strength would not exceed 60,000. Only rifles,
non-US, and some ammunition would be given the SDC by the
VNA. No other major weapons or equipment would be supplied.

54. (S) Memo, DDI, JS to CJCS, "Vietnamese Civil Guard

and Police-Origin of and Current Status," 3 Jul 56.
Msg, CINCPAC to CNO, 13 Dec 55.
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The GVN had no money in its budg et, howe ver, to pay
sala ries
of SDC mem bers, aver agin g abou t $8.60 per man per month
the Unit ed state s w~r~ to assum e this expe nse, it woul ~' If
a tota l 'US expe hditu re of no more than $6.17 2 mill ion d mean
Gene ral Willi ams state d that , if the, Unit ed state s did a year .
supp ort the SDC, he belie ved Pres iden t Diem woul d neve not
less proc eed to build it. He alrea dy had some unit s rtheand felt that the SDC was need ed to give the villa gersin bein g
the
. assu ranc e of gove rnme nt prot ectio n whic h was vita l
to
the
activ e popu lar supp ort of the govern~ent in its figh
t with
the Viet Cong .55
Follo wing this expl anat ion by C~ief, MAAG, and with
conc urren ce by the Coun try Team, the:U nited state
s agree d
to supp ort a- 60,OO O-ma nSDC by allo ting to the GVN
mill ion ~gr year for the purp ose of payin g sala ries $6.2
of the

members.~

Deve lopm ent of a New Polic y State ment
Given the chan ged and appa rentl y impr oved
tion of
Sout h Vietn am by the sprin g of 1956 , the Unit ed situa
state
s unde rtook the form ulati on of a new polic y state ment for
the
Altho ugh stil l reco gniz ing the dang er of inte rnal subv area .
US Gove rnme nt offi cial s in the cour se of this polic y ersio n,
latio n gave incre ased emph asis to the thre at of exte form urnal
attac k agai nst Sout h Vietn am. In devi sing a new natio
polic y, howe ver, US plan ners had to cons ider not only nal
cond ition s in Vietn am, but the glob al poli cies of the
Gove rnme nt. Prom inent among US glob al prob lems were US
thorn y issue s of the US respo nse to loca l aggr essio n the
ally and the US role in limi ted war. In the late st gene rof basic natio nal secu rity polic y (NSC 5602 /1), the revis ion
NSC in
P·1arch 1956 had to'U.ched upon thes e probl ems in the follo
wing
langu age:

55. (S) Msg, DEF 9948 92 to CINCPAC, (r,.
Jan 56.
(S) Msg, CHMAAG Vietn am 1469A to OSD, 11 Jan ¢.)
56.
56. (s) OCB, "Pro gress Repo rt, 'US Obje ctive s and
Cour ses of Actio n with Resp ect to 'Sou theas t Asia
' (NSC 5405
and Porti ons of NSC 5429/5)~"11 Jul 56, p. 3, CCS
092
Asia (6-25 -48) (2) sec 24.
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Within the total U.S. military forces
there must be included ready forces which,
with such help as may realistically be
ex~ected from allied forces, are adequate
(a) to present 'a deterrent to any reoort
to local aggression, and (b) to defeat or
hold, in conjunction with indigenous forces,
.any such local aggression, pending the
application of such additional U.S. and
allied power as may be required to suppress
quickly the local aggression in a manner
and on a scale best calculated to avoid the
hostilities broadening into general war.
Such ready force-so ·must be suf·ficiently
versatile to use both conventional and
nuclear weapons. They must be .highly
mobile and suitably deployed, recognizing
that some degree of maldeployment from the
viewpoint of general war must be accepted.
Such forces must not become so dependent on
tactical nuclear capabilities that any
decision to intervene against local aggression would probably be tantamount to a
decision to use nuclear weapons. However,
these forces must also have a flexible and
selective nuclear capability, since the
U~1ted States will not preclude itself from
using nuclear weapons even in a local situatfon.57
Almost concurrently with the adoption of NSC 5602/1,
the NSC asked the Department of Defense to produce a study
in connection with a new statement of policy on Southeast
Asia. The ·Secretary of Defense assigned the Joint Chiefs of
Staff responsibility for this study--which was to include

57. (TS) NSC 5602/1, 15 May 56, CCS 381 u.s. (1-31-50)
sec 61. NSC 5602/1 was superseded on 2 Apr 58 by NSC 5809.
The section on Vietnam in the new paper, ,however, remained
the same. (TS) JCS Hist Div, nVietnam,·l January 1956-31
March 1963: A Brief Chronology of Significant Events,"
24 Apr 63.
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estimates of the capability of-US forces, with and without
nuclear weapons, to deal with local aggression in Vietnam. 58
Based on the policy outlined in NSC 5602/1, the JCS
concept of how .to deal with Viet Minh aggression was
embodied in an. oral presentation made to the NSC by the
Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, on 7 June. The Chairman
told the NSC that success in halting and repelling a Viet
·Minh attack depended on prompt and decisive intervention
by US mobile forces. Some US support would have to be provided in a matter of hours, and certain essential units
would have to. be in place within a 'few days at most. While
the VNA fought a delaying action from the 17th Parallel to
the hilI mass_.arou~d ~9urane,_ the United states would deploy
to Vietnam a fast carrier task force; fighter-bomber, intercepter, and transport units totaling two wings and five
squadrons; and an army regimental combat team. The RCT
would go ashore at Tourane. As soon as possible, two more
RCTs (or Marine RLTs) would be" put ashore at Saigon and Cam
Ranh Bay. _"
Most of the fighting would be done by Vietnamese ground
forces supported by US air and naval forces. United states
ground forces would be provided mainly to help hold vital
areas of South Vietnam; and US officers would act as
advisers to the VNA. Operations, however, would be conducted under the banner of SEATO. Admiral Radford stressed
the importance of vigorously seeking and widely publicizing
the -support of SEATO nations, even though their contributions
would be small. In fact, a combined SEATO comman~ would
direct operations designed to check the Viet Minh battle
corps at Tourane and ultimately drive it back across the
17th Parallel. Depending on circumstances at this juncture,
the decision would -be made whether or not to occupy North
Vietnam.

58. (TS) Memo, SecDef to JCS, :lBasic National Security
Policy - NSC 5602/1,11 21 Mar 56, CCS 381 u.S. (1-31-50)
sec 62. For the relationship of this study to NSC 5519,
NSC 5429/5, and NSC 5612/l, see (TS) 'Encl to Memo, ExecSecy,
NSC to NSC, "Current U.S. Policy Toward the Far East
(Review of par 5-d of NSC 5429/5)," CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48)
(2) sec 23.
.
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The US forces would be equipped with nucle~r weapons,
.::ccord:tng to Admiral. Radford, probably would not 'use
~~::.(:Hi..
Ther't~ Viere no known military targ(:;·tu in North Vietnam
'c~·:d.;.· c'ould not be destroyed by conventional bombing.
Only
J; the Viet Minh concentrated its forces would there be
rnllitary ,justification for nuclear warfare. If the Chinese
communists entered the war, hOvJever, the si tuation would be
quickly and radically altered~. In this event, nuclear'
weapons would be employed against Chinese air and logistical
oases at once.59
.
but

~fter NSC discussion of Admiral Radford's presentation,
the President on 7 June directed US military authorities to
encourage- Vietnamese -m1·1itary· planning for defense against
external aggression along lines consistent with approved
US policy and to manifest "in other ways" US inte·rest in
assi::;ting Vietnam to defend itself against external attack
in accordance with the Manila Pact. The Secretary of
Defense assigned this responsibility to the Joint Chiefs of
Staff who delegated it to CINCPAC, directing him to prepare
a contingency plan for US participation in countering Viet
Minh aggression using the military concept contained in the
Chairman's presentation. In this directive, the Joint Chiefs
of Staff emphasized the importance they attached to primary
reliance on indigenous ground forces and tg the necessity
of prompt arrival of US supporting forces. 0

Following its review of US global policy and of the
situation in Southeast Asia in the summer of 1956, the NSC
Planning Board published a draft statement of US policy
(NSC 5612) toward mainland Southeast Asia. It was intended
to supersede NSC 5405 and that portion of NSC 5429/5 covering Indochina and Thailand. The Joint Chiefs of Staff considered the document and informed the Secretary of Defense
on 24 August that they found it acceptable from the military
point of view subject to several changes. With one
. exception, the suggested changes were minor. This exception
dealt with action in the event of overt communist aggression.
The Joint Chiefs of Staff advocated advance Congressional
59. (TS) JCS 2101/233, 9 Jun 56, CC~·381 u.S.
(1-31-50) sec 63.
.
60. (TS) Memo, SecDef to JCS, "Capability to Deal with
Local Ag~ression in Vietnam," 16 Jul 56, CCS 092 Asia
(6-25-48) (2) sec 24.
(TS) SM-582-56 to CINCPAC, 11 Jul 56
same file.
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authc,ri ty- for the employment of US forces against such aggres-

slon ratner than waiting' until the aggression actually
occurred. The NSC did not accept this change, and the draft
pulicy was adopted by the Council on 30 August without sub:)tantial revision and approved by the President a week later.
The statement, ·circulated as NSC 5612/1, contained the
fullowing guideline for US policy in Vietnam:
Assist Free Viet Nam to develop a strong,
stable and constitutional government to enable
Free Viet Nam to assert an increasingly
attractive contrast to conditions in the present Communist zone.
Work ··toward the weakening of the Communists
in North and South Viet Nam i.n onder DO bring
about the eventual peaceful reunification ot a
free a~d independent Viet Nam under antiCommunist lead.ership.
Support the posj_tion of the Government of
Free Viet Nam and all-Viet Nam elections may
take place only after it is satisfied that
genuinely free elec~~ons can be held throughout
both zones of Vie~ Nam.
Assist Free Viet Nam to build up indigenous arr!led forces, including independent logistical and &dministrative service~, which will
be capable of assu~~ng internal secu~~ty and of
providing :imited i~itial res1stanceo~ to attack
by the Vie~ ~lnh.
6~. ~~ reS)2~SS ~G E ?resldential queryy the Joi~~
C"t'liefs of' 3"0af'1' O:.L ;':-~:l. .~>:;C21:'.·)8:C' 1956 defirlCC:. tl-:e 'cerT71
1l1ii.lited initial :C'2s=~_s·~~.·j.::CC:1 ;.i.~: "Resistance to COrilll1unis~

aggression by defe:~c.i;J.;; ._:~.-. c~e=-c"ying in SUerl l'l1anner as to
pl-'eSe}~ve ana mainta~~~ ·;::;.·.l0 :i.:-~tegri ty of t~le government and
. : ; 7-S -=1-':med . -'r·1"")CAS
.
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Encourage Vietnamese military planning
for defense, against external aggression along
:\.lnos consistent with U.S. planning concepts
based upon approved U.S. policy and discretely
IIlanif8ut in other ways·U . S. interest in assisting Free Viet Nam, in accordance with the SEATO
Treaty, to defend itself against external
aggression. 62
On the same day. that the NSC adopted NSC 5612/1, it
also rev~sed the paragraph (5-d) of NSC 5429/5 governing
US action in the event of aggression in Southeast Asia,
the language of which had been somewhat vague. Since NSC
5612/1 contained a more precise statement of US action to
meet local aggressi"on in So-utheast Asia, the NSC replaced
the vague paragraph in NSC 5429/5 with the language of
NSC 5612/1. This paragraph, which now appeared in both
statements, provided:
Should overt Communist aggression occur
in the Southeast Asia treaty area, invoke the
UN Charter or the SEATO treaty, or both, and
subject to local request for assistance take
necessary military and any other action to
assist any state or dependent territory in
the SEATO area willing to resist Communist
resort to force: Provided, that the taking
of military action shall be subject to prior
submission and approval by the Congress unless the emergency is deemed by the President
to be so great that immediate action is necessary to save a vital interest of the United
states. 6 3
62. (TS) Memo, JeS to SecDef, "U. S. Policy in Mainland
Southeast Asia (NSe 5612); Chan~e to Current U.S. Policy
Toward the Far East (NSC 5429/5)," 24 Au~ 56 (derived from
JCS 1992/562), ees 092 .Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 25. (T$) Note
by ExecSecy, NSC to NSC, "U.S. Policy in Mainland Southeast
Asia," 5 Sep 56; (TS) NSC 5612/1, same subj, 5 Sep 56, same
file, sec 26.
63. (TS) Memo, ExecSecy, NSC· to NSe" "Current u. S.
Policy in the Far East," 5 Sep 56, same file, sec 26. See
revised par 5-d of (TS) Nse 5429/5, 22 Dec 54, CCS'092 Asia
(6-25-48) sec 90; and par 19 of (TS) NSC 5612/1, 5 Sep 56,
ecs 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 26.
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During, the summer of 1956 CINCPAC was ~~eping pace with
the planners in Washington. As directed by the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, he submitted on 1 October OPLAN 46-56, a plan for
countering overt Viet Cong aggression in Southeast Af3ia.
OPLAN 46-56 wa~ designed to stop communist aggression
against South Vietnam as near as possible to the 17th
Parallel. The salient aspect of the plan was its primary
dependence on the Vietnamese forces to defeat the Viet Cong
and the "timely application" of US forces. In consonance
with Admiral Radford1s concept, the plan provided for a US
contribution consisting primarily of conventional attacks
on selected targets by US air and naval forces and support
of VNA forces by US ground forces numbering approximately
12,000 men, .:Lp.~.J~d~Dg_. ol}~ RCT in Vietnam on D-Day plus 3,
one HONEST JOm~ Battalion, and 1,200 additional military
advisers. One ReT would be held in reserve. Finding the
plan in agreement with their gUidang
the Joint Chiefs of
Staff approved it on 19 March 1957.

4,

These statements of' policy and military planning were a
codification of policies that had been devised and carried
out in the two years since approval of NSC 5429/5, the last
general statement of US policy toward the Far East J- rather
than a change in US policy. In August 1954, the outlook in
Vietnam had been Vel"Y bleak. By August 1956,. however, the
progress made in restoring security and stability to Vietnam
and in strengthening the GVN's armed forces appeared to
vindicate US policy. Moreover, the prospects for the future
were hopeful. Even as the NSC adopted the new policy statement on Vietnam .. the fledgling National Assembly sitting in
Saigon waa putting the finishing touches on the first constitution of the Republic of Vietnam. The South Vietnamese
were successfully avoiding the elections called for in the
Fi!}al Declaration of the Geneva Conference; the 'Vietnamese
economy was begjxl:.i.~~:::ig.~ a period of rapid recovery; and the
GVN military forces \}J'erE: :! shap~ng up. !I At the S2m2 -cime there
were signs that the -VC v·Jere los1.ng the support and sympathy
of the population. The GVN J it seemed .. could f2ce the future
with some confidence.

6 Lf.--:--rTS) CII'TCPAC OPLAN }+6-56 J 1 Oct 56, CCS 381
(4-16-49) BP pt 4. (TS) ,:3f\1-22l-S7 to CI}\(CPAC, 19 Mar 57
( derived from JCS 205 1+/164.~ 19 lVJar 57), same file sec 10.
J
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CHAPTER VIII
SOUTH

VIETNAM~

1957-1959

The year s 1957 -1959 brou ght a perio d of appa rent
'calm
to Sout h Vietn am. The gove rnme nt of Pres iden
t Ngo Dinh Diem
made furth er prog ress in econo mic deve lopm ent
and in
stren gthe ning the arme d forc es.
Altho ugh Diem 's auth orita rianism becam e_. mo.re and-- more manifest~ no cris is
arose durin g
the perio d to chall enge his regim e or to stir
the Unit ed
state s to unde rtake a thoro ugh exam inati on of
the Vietn ames e
situa tion .
The Unit ed state s Gove rnme nt view ed the prog ress
in
Sout h Vietn am with enthu siasm .
To its polic ymak ers, the
stab ility of 1957 as comp ared with the chao s of
sente d a signif~cant achievement~ and the Unit 1954 repr eed State s was
cont ent to cont inue the poli cies that had been
larg ely
resp onsi ble for this prog ress.
Evid ence of US satis fact ion
is found in the fact. thai.:; the NSC polic y on Vietn
am~ deve loped
in 1956 rema ined unch ange d throu gh 1960 . 1
.
The Depu ty Assi stan t Secr etary of state for Far
East ern
Econ omic Affairs~ Howa rd P. Jones~ voice d the
optim ism ~ha~
the Unit ed sta te~. felt towa rd the si tua tion in Vietn
am when
he statE d orl 19 JaEu ary 1957 :
In

Viet~am,

c..l:"'.:.d a hal':'
~;ier-lt

Vl2.3

even so rece ntly as a year
indep ende nt gove rn~remendous (Jdds for
It was faced with a mili tary
::hre~~t I"':c'Orr.. Comm unist forc2 s

c~:i;;G:J -ci-i,·s re;'V'l y
:C·:::",;i-1.·;~~ing a2;c.::. ins t

its

existe~ce.

anci

s'~lbver3ive

-. (~S) NSC 56l2(1~ 5 Sep 56~ CCS 092 Asia (6-25
-48)
(2) sec 2b.
NSC 5612 /1 was revis ed and reiss ued in Anri l
i958 as NSC 5809 . The revis ion deal t with the
Laos Malaya~ Singapore~ and Thailand~ but NSC sectio~s on
5809 ~ade no
2han ges with rega rd to Viet~am.
(TS) NSC 5809 , 2 Apr 58,
same file~ sec 38.
y

r

'I0? sEcRET-north of the 17th parallel; it was confronted
by internal strife.
Today we find a firmly
entrenched nationalistic government under the
] cacierchip of' Pr(~sldent Diem. This -government
has proved its'capacity to survive in the face
of Communist external pressure and subversive
efforts and at the same time to assume'the responsibilitiei of independence and representative government. 2
An Operations Coordinating Board progress report on US
policy in Mainland Southeast Asia~ covering the period
5 September 1956 through 13 March 1957~ presented a similarly sanguine picture. ---The- report stated that the promulgation
of the constitution and the convening of a nati0nal assembly
emphasized the progress in achieving US objectives in Vietnam.
The report added that Vietnam had a "stable free government"
and there was "no likelihood that the Republic of Vietnam
will pass into or become economically dependent on the
communist bloc. 1I Vietnam, the report said, seemed "clearly
persuaded that its interests lie in greater cooperation and
stronger affiliation with the free world." The OCB also
reported progress in the training of the Vietnamese armed
forces and in the economic aid programs in Vietnam, but
warned of several "operating problems or difficulties" facing
the United states. South Vietnam continued to face the threat
of North Vietnamese aggression and subversion; a budget
deficit, a balance of payments gap, and inflation still
plagued South Vietnamese economy; and much needed agrarian
reform was proceeding extremely slowly.3
President Eisenhower in the spring of 1957
the expressions of satisfaction that the United
with the progress in Vietnam. On 11 May he and
Diem issued a joint statement at the conclusion

2.
Eastern
Affairs
in Dept

r
r-

r
L
(
r

r

joined in
States found
President
of a visit

Address, Howard P. J"ones, DepAsstSecState for Far
Economic Affairs before the Boise Valley World
Association, Boise, Idaho, 19 Jan 57, reproduced
of State Bulletin, 18 Feb 57, pp .. 263-268.
3. (s) OCB Progress Report on US Policy in Mainland
Southeast Asia (NSC 5612/1), 14 Mar 57, CCS 092 Asia
(6-25-48) (2) sec 31.
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by the latte r to Wash ingto n.

In the join t state men t, Pres ident Eisen howe r comp limen ted Diem on the "rem arkab
ment s" of the RVN since 1954 . The join t state ment le achi evethat in less than three year s a chao tic situa tion Dctec .
resu lting
from year s of war had been chan ged into one of "pro
stab ility ," and it liste d the follo wing achie veme gress and
nts of the
Sout h Vietn ames e Gove rnme nt:
Near ly one mill ion refug ees who had fled
from Comm unist tyran ny in Nort h Vietn am had
been cared for and rese ttled in Free Vietn am.
Inte rnal secu rity had been effe ctive ly
estab lishe d.

A cons titut ion had been prom ulgat ed and
a natio nal assem bly elec ted.
Plans for agra rian refor m have been
launc hed, and a cons truct ive progr am deve loped
~o meet long -rang e econo mic and
soci al proo lems
to prom ote high er livin g stand ards for the
Vietn ames e peop le. 4 .
This US opt~mism conc ernin g Vietn am prev ailed
out ~he year s 1957 -195 9. The aCB prog ress repo rts throu ghrema inder of 1957 and 1958 cont inue d to find adva for the
deve lopm ent of a repr esen tativ e gove rnme nt. Evidnces in the
this. prog ress "'Jere seen in the Nati ondl Asse mbly ence s of
's appr- oval
of a natio nal budg et, the firs t ever subm itted
to
2 constitu tion ally elec ted body in Vietn am, and in Presi
Diem t s offic i2.1 ',;"~f;;i ~s to the Unit ed State s., ?haiJ.a ~ent
.l'"lci,
Aust ralia , anc. t~-,-C ':~ep'j_blic: of Kore a, enhar .Lcin g botL
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The V.ietnar[~eSE .:ir'TTle d fOl"'c es also impr oved
3igni
In Augu st 1957 , CINCPAC repo rted to Wash ingto n that f'~c2.ntly.
the

4. Join t state men t, Pres iden t Eisen howe r and Pr2si
de~t
Ngc :Jinh Diem , II May 57.) ::>ep roduc ed ~n Dep'c
of
Sta"'c.
2
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,::,"~ '.~
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5. (s) DCB Prog ress Repo rt on Sout heas t Asia (NSC
6 Nov 57, CCS 092 hsia (6-25 -48)
sec 35.
(s)
aCE Prog ress Repo rt on Sout heas t Asia (NSC (2)
5612 /1), 28 May
58, same file, sec 39.

5612/l)~
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Vie-cnamese Army had shown "remarkable improvement du'ring
the r'ast year, particularly in logistics and administration~
~~d CINCPAC expect~d this ~rogr~ss to continue and to extend
tu the Navy and 1\1r-Porce. b
.
Despite the overall tone of optimism, the aCB reports
cited several problem areas confronting South Vietnam. Althou~h the government had neutralized c onununi st. capabilities
for' arrned resistance," the threat of "political infiltration
Qnd nonviolent subversion" remained. This threat"precluded
any reduction of forces and presented the United states with
the pro3pect of continued heavy military support costs. The
economic situation in Vietnam, while improved, was still far
from stable. Vi"e-tnam - co-n"tirtued to dep"end on foreign aid,
the largest part going to support the military establishment.
United states aid accounted for approximately 85 percent of
imports and two-thirds of the budgetary revenues. The
government's agrarian reform program had begun to pick up
speed but was still not moving satisfactorily.7
In 1958, the aCB reported a new problem facing the
United states in Vietnam. President Diem's policy of strict
control in the political and economic fields had caused '''a
certain amount of internal dissatisfaction." Should Diem's
exercise of personal authority develop too far, the aCB
cautioned, there was a danger that "the resultant frustration
of government officials might weaken the united SUPPO!lt for
his regime . . . . " The aCB also noted that Diem's "stern
police measures and his emphasiS on internal s~curity" had
led to increasing criticism of the government.~
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The following year the aCB reported substantial progress
toward meeting US objectives in Vietnam. There was a stable
government and the Vietnamese military forces had made a
significant improvement under the MAAG training program.
The aCB showed increasing concern, however, over the growing

6. (8) Msg, CINCPAC to CNa, 18 Aug 57, same file,

sec 34.

7. (s) aCB Progress Report on Southeast Asia (NSC
5612/1), 6 Nov 57, same file, sec 35. (s) aCB Progress
Report on Southeast Asia (NSC 5612/1), 28 May 58, same file,
sec 39.
8. (S) aCB Progress Report on Southeast Asia (NSC
5612/1), 28 May 58, same file.
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authorita:>ian tendencies of Diem. The Board warned that the
Diem government's strong political controls, while seemingly
~eces~ary b~ca~se of the internal security threat, were
antagonizing certain elements of the Vietr.a1fleSe population.
Although JS act~on to meet this problem was restricted by
the sensitivity of the matter, the aCB suggested that the
United States Ambassador might make "discreet suggestions ff
from time to time for some liberalization of Diem1s political
control.9
During the period 1957-1959, the aCB issued several
operations plans for Vietnam outlining detailed courses of
action to carry uut the provisions of the NSC policy. All
of' these plans _ st-ressed the. special importance of Vietnam
+-0 the IJ-r1-i +- r.:::.r~ n-;-':-tes 'ber>~'l(~e Ol...C> -; +-'-"
:::..x~ooeQpO<~l·
t-; 0'" as
1
vu 11 c.:
u
.
outpost of the free world face-to-face with a powerful and
threatening communist regil:1e occupying part of its territoryll and Deca:o_se Vietnam v;as the principal country in. the
area where a free goverr:.ment and a comrnunist regime competed
directly for the same territoy and a whole nation. The
United Stctes, t~e plans stated, had made such a substantial
investment in Vietnam1s independence, and with such success,
that the most determined efforts were justified to preserye
the integrity and strengthen the position of the country.~O
v
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All the pl:-:-~.s ca.lled to:' continued US support of' the
Government of Vietnam by diplomatic, milltary) economic, and
psycholcgical ffiea~s. To accomplish the US objectives, primary reliance was placed on continued economic, technical,
and military assistance programs.
Military assistance was to be
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Statistics on US aid to South Vietnam for the years
reveal how these plans were translated into
fin;;.dcial support :12
195~-1959

U~:;

AId to South Vietnam
(in millions)

r
r -

1957

1958

1959

Economic

$281.1

$188.8

$207.1

Military

110.5

53.2

41.9

Total

. -$391; 6---·· .

$242.0

$249.0

Throughout the period US economic aid remained the
major category of US assistance to Vietnam. In NSC 5429/2~
the earliest statement of US policy toward South Vietnam~
the United states had committed itself to help South Vietnarn~
along with Laos and Cambodia., to maintain "economic conditions conducive to the maintenance and strength of nonCommunist regimes," in order that these states might IIcompare
favorably with adjacent Communist areas.f!13 From 1954 through
1959., the United States held to this POliC Y granting $1.2
billion of economic 3.~;:Jistance to Vietnam.l 4
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Economic Developments and Agrarian Reforms
As the various political and military crises of 19541956 subsided, Diem was able to give greater attention to
outstanding economic problems. The severity of these ·problems was such, however~ that Diem's programs, even when welladvised~ were only partially successful.
Nevertheless.,
beneficial results were beginning to appear. A key element
in the GVN's program was the Five Year Plan for Economic

12. (u) AID, IIU.S. Foreign Assistance and Assistance
from International Organizations, July 1, 1945 - June 30,
1962 (Revised)," p. 69.
13. (TS) NSC 5429/2, 20 Aug 54, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48)
sec 81.
14. (U) AID, "U. S. Overseas Loans and Grants . . . July
1, 19+5 -June 30, 1966, II p. 57.
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and Soci al Deve lopm ent. Initi ated at the sugg estio
UN Econ omic Surv ey Mission~ whic h visit ed Vietn am n of a
Nove mber 1955 to Febr uary 1956~. +:~e Five Year Plan from
drawn up for the year s 1957 -1961 . Unde r the plan. , was
billi on piaD ters ($560 mill ion at the offi cial exch 17.5
rate, appr oxim ately $286 mill ion of whic h woul d be ange
finan ced
by forei gn ald) , were to be inve sted.
Prim ary emph asis,
and 43 perc ent of the fund s, were alloc ated to publ
ic work s
and powe r deve lopm ent, in acco rdan ce with the GVN'
s
to esta blish a base. for futu re econo mic grow th. At desi re
time. , in reco gniti on of the fact that Sout h Vietn am the same
conti nue inde finit ely to be., prim arily , an agri cult woul d
ural
natio n, the plan calle d for the alloc ation of 22 perc
ent of
fund s to agr1cultural_d~yelopment. Twel ve perc ent
was
alloc ated t6-h~~lth; educ ation ., and hous ing, and 9
perc ent
to indu stria l expa nsion j 14 perc ent of the fund s were
unal loca ted. 1 5
Among the obje ctive s of the plan were the
ete
reco nstru ction of the exis ting road and railw ay comp~
syste
the star t of cons truct ion on 1,00 0 kilom eters of new ms and
road s.
In addi tion, new facto ries woul d be buil t for the prod
uctio n
of text iles, ceme nt, shoe s, tires~ glas s, and
pape
r.
Coal
prod uctio n was expe cted to keep pace with the incre
ased
dema nds for pow~r that these plan s wOLlld make . Agri
cultu ral
deve lopm ent was expe cted to resu lt in an incre ase
in
natio nal
in'20m e frolfl the renew ed cu1t 1vat ion of rice
0n
aband
oned
}~ndG and incre ased prod uctio n of
suga r cane. , silk~ cotton~
tobac co, oil seed s, and rubb er. Ther 8 were also
lives tock ,
fore3~ry, and fishe ry prog rams . 16
v~-hey-;

?he Five Year Plan was put into effe ct with out fanf
are.
~ t ~vas lau!~c hed ir:. 1957 ~ the GVN
denie d it was an
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program, i\1si:3ting instead that 1 t was being
stu!~led.
Thereafter the plan's provisions were kept secret.
(\:J.;,/ in 1961, the; terminal year of the plan, dld the GVN
~Dnuunce what projects had been undertaken and what funds
haa been expended under It. 1 7
In the years 1957-l959~ South Vietnam made modest
progress toward achieving the goals of the Five Year Plan~
Roads and railroads were reconstructed. and textile and coal
production was increased. In addition, construction was
begun o~the following projects: a cement plant at Ha-Tienj
electro-chemical industries in the Nong-Son - An-Roa area;
and in the Saigon area a shoe factory~ two textile factories,
a paper plant~ a glass-plant, and-a Michelin tire plant. 18
In a country where 80 percent of the people worked the
land, agricultural problems were, understandably, of
critical importance. It followed, therefore, that in South
Vletn?m, where 2 percent of the land-owners held 45 percent
of' the land in 1955, the government's agricultural policies
had an immense social and political~ as well as economic,
bearing. The Indochina war had disrupted the agricultural
economy and vitiated the modest gains made by earlier noncommunist Vietnamese attempts at agrarian reforms. Reform
programs had been initiated in 1947 and 1953, but in both
periods the. Viet Minh had actually controlled many of the
areas where reforms were planned. The landlords had fled
these areas, and the Viet Minh had taken advantage of their
absence to deed the land to former sharecroppers or
squatters. By 1955 the Viet Minh land program had been in
effect in some areas of the south for several years. The
more cautious reform programs subse'quently instituted by the
Diem regime, involving regulation of contracts and reimbursement for expropriated lands, seemed to many peasants
reactionary or redundant. 1 9

17. Bernard B. Fall, ItSouth Vietnam's Internal Problems," Pacific Affairs, September 1958, p. 249. Fall~ Two
Vietnams, p. 298.
18. Fall, Two Vietnams, pp. 299-300.
19. \~olf Lade j insky, Agrarian Reform in the Republic
of Vietnam,tl Ch. IX in Wesley R. Fishel~ Problems of Freedom:
South Vietnam Since Independence (1961); pp. 155-162.
J. Price Gittlnger, i1Progress in South Vietnam's Agrarian
Reform (I), II and It. . . (II), It Far Eastern Survey, January
and February 1960, pp. 1-5; 17-21.
jj
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The Diem government was neither able nor wi~ling to
match the radical simpli~ity of the Viet Minh grants. Its
fir0t agrarian reform was a rent reduction an<;i tenure
security program initiated in early 1955. ~eginning in
] 956 a land transfer p.i.'()gram exproprIated large eBtate~3 l'or
resale to tenant~;.
/\<.1oi tionally, the GVN inaugura ted land
cleve Loprnent program~-J fur fallow and virgin lands, an
agricultural credit system, and farm cooperatives. 20
Beginning with the "crash program" and the Collins-Ely
Seven-Point Program in 1954, the unit~~ States consistently
supported agrarian reform in Vietnam.
It provided the
GVN with technical assistance in agricultural programs and
paid the administrative costs of many aspects of the program;
it did-not, however, provide funds for the purchase of
land. 22
Progress in the agricultural program was at first slow.
The landlords were reluctant to cooperate and many of the
peasants remained convinced that the land was theirs by
order of the Viet Minh. Too, the government program was
cumbersome in its bureaucratic detail; its terms were not
easy for the peasants to meet, and it was often indifferently
pushed by the government's agents. 2 3
In 195'(, howev(:~r, the pr()gref~8 of the program VIa0
acceJt-:-'rated, owing largely to French agreement to pCiy or!!;third of the costs of land expropriated from French :.L(i:1Ulo:cds.
According to an OCB report, by Novemb,~;r 1957 the GVN had
alr~ady set aside about half the total amount needed for
the dC:;WD payments. In the n:eantime the united States l-iac~
agreed to pay the administrative costs of the land transfers.
Appro:ximately 5 percent of the eligible holdir.:.gs had. beer;
transferred. By the end of 1959, nearly 800,000 tenant

20. Ladejinsky and Glttinger describe agricultural
developments in detail. Ladejinsky was Diem1s personal
adviser for agrarian refOTIl; Gittinger was a USOM 3aigo~
agricultural adviser from 1955 to 1959. Montgomery, The
Politics of Foreign Aid, pp. 122-128.
21. See ch. -LII.
22. Gittinger, "Progress in South Vietnam's Agrarian
Reform (II)." pp. 17, 21, 22.
23. (S; Msg, Saigon 80 to State, 7 Jul 56. (c) Desp,
Saigon 200 to State, l5 Jar;. 57. Fall," South VietnaTYl is
Internal Problems," p. 250.
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had signed tenure agreements with their landlords,
had been deSignated to !3ha:r'{~ appr'oxlll1ately
.i!-()()., i,;U() ilectar'cs ('1,100,000 acres) pUY'cha:;c:d by th(~ f:I.:overnmen r In larGe esta teg.
Tn ·the same p(~r:1()d a bout Gou, 000
hectares (1,500,OOO'acres) of land abandoned during the
Indochina war had been reclaimed for cultlvation.2~
f:J.rIll0:C'S

':::.noi.:.Lc~r 118.,000

The wholesome effects of the GVN's agricultural programs began to appear at the end of the decade. From 1955
through 1959 rice production nearly doubled and rubber
plantings and production both increased by 20 percent. 2 5
These" gains were largely absorbed, however, by increased
domestic consumption. In the period before sharp escalation
of Viet Cong activi·ty-brought Diem-' sagricultural programs
to a virtual standstill, neither of these two principal
crops became available for export in sufficient quantities
to reduce appreciably Vietnam's adverse balance of trade. 26
From the very inception of the GVN's efforts at economic reforms, the design and implementation of the reforms
were subjected to severe criticism; so too was the US
economic assistance on which these reforms were based.
Criticism of the US aid program in Vietnam generally centered
on the charge that the Vietnamese had become overly dependent
economically and politically upon the aid program, and that
they were becoming "permanent mendicants. II

zr

24. (S) OCB Progress Report on Southeast Asia (NSC
5612/1), 6 Nov 57, CCS 092 Asia (6-25~48) (2) BP 8 ..
Gittinger, IIprogress in South Vietnam's Agrarian Reform (r),11
pp. 1, 4.
25. Milton C. Taylor, 1!South Vietnam: Lavish Aid,
Limited Progress, II Pacific Affairs, Fall 1961, ~. 250.
26. IIUnited States Aid Program in Vietnam, I Report by
Subcom on state Department Organization and Public Affairs
to S. Com on Foreign Relations, 26 Feb 60, 86th Cong, 2d
sess (hereafter cited as "US Aid Program in Vietnam, liS ..
Com on Foreign Relations, 26 Feb 60). Taylor, "South
Vietnam: Lavish Aid, Limited Progress," pp. 242-256.
27. Taylor, "South Vietnam: Lavish Aid, Limited Progress,!! p. 256.
~S) Interdepartmental Committee on Certain
US Aid Programs, IVietnam,1t 25 Jul 56, circulated with
NSC 5610, 3 Aug 56, CCS 092 (8-22-46) (2) BP pt 10.
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Perhaps the most telling commentary on the GVN's
economic progress was made by a Senate Foreign Relations
Subcomm:Lttee headed by Senator Mansfield in February '1960.
After acknowledging the "tremendous'achievements" of the
Diem regime over the past five years~ the Mansfield subcommittee puzzled over the "inescapable fact" that "there
had not been any significant reduction in Vietnamese
economic dependency on large aid grants from the United
States, except those which coincide with Congressional
reduction in appropriations for the Mutual Secu-rity Act."~8
Critics of the US aid program also charged that the
United States insisted too much on private investment in
development projects. Among those criticizing this facet 'of
US aid -was Di'em himself. The' gist of the argument was that
many potential private investors feared to invest in the
existing atmosphere of insecurity; only participation by
the state would persuade them to risk their capital. "A
more pragmatic American attitude in foreign aid policy would,"
such critics held~ IIhelp to make South Vietnam less
dependent on foreign aid. 1T2 9
Nevertheless, few denied that economic progress was
being made. In May 195~~, NIE 63-59 stated that "South
Vietnam has made only limited progress toward basic longterm economic development in the five years since Independence." But, after explaining how the lack of internal
security hampered economic progress, the NIE went on to Cl~e
the ,repaired transportation network, :land reform and development programs, and the modest industrial development as
proof' that !I South Vietnam is making some economic progress. "30
':'he GVN Defense EstC';.'ulishment

In addition to its efforts in the econoillic sphe~e, ~he
United States continued to work during the period 1957-1959

28. IiUS Aid Progra.m in V~etnam,:I S. Com on Foreign
Relations, 26 Feb 60~ p. 10.
29. UN Economic Survey to the Republic of Vietnam,
p. 246. Brian Crozier" "Iohe Diem Regime in Southe:'rl Vletnc.tTl.: n
Far Easter!: Survey, ~4pril 1955, pp. 49..,.56. Russel E. Fifielc,
The ~iplomacy of Southe2s~ Asia (1958), p. 316.
30 . ( s) NIE b 3- S9, . 26 May ~ 9 .
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towa:'(j a strong, effective defense e'stablishment for South
Vietnam. This was directly in support of the national' policy,
expr'<::;ssed in NSC 5612/2 that called for assisting' "Free
Vi e tnam ll to crea te armed force s, inc luding independent
'lcgi stic and administra ti ve services, capable of assuring
internal security and of providing IIlimited 'initial resistance ll to attack by North Vietnam. 51
~y

. Direct US military aid furnlnhed·South Vietnam from

1956 through F1 1959 from appropriated funds totaled

$445.7 m~llion. Because the major expenses were incurred
in the early.years, owing to initial requirements for equipment and installations, costs in FY 1959 were much less than
in FY 1956, the first year of direct military aid. In
FY 1956,' ·$r66. 8 ml-Ili"6n---lrf' a'-ppropria ted' US funds was gi ven
South Vietnam but only $43.8 million was given in FY 1959.
During the same period the United States furnished South
Vietnam a total of $50.5 million worth of material from
excess stocks.32
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Of the $1.2 billion in US economic aid furnished South
Vietnam between 1954 and 1959, a significant amount was
expended in defense support. This important category of
," aid amounted to $255.0 million in 1957, $174.7 million in
1958, and $177.0 million in 1959, for a total of $606.7
million.33
'fhe RVNAF
The complex structure that
of'Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF)
virtually unchanged. President
exercised his authority through

had evolved in the Republic
by late 1955 remained
Diem as Supreme Commander
a Secretary of State for

31. 1TS) NSC 5612/2, 5 Sep 56, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48)
(2) sec

26.

32. (C) rCA, OS&R Report, "US External Assistance,
Obligations and Other Commitments, July 1, 1945 through
June 30, 1959," 16 Mar 60.
33. Ibid. "US Aid Program in Vietnam,1I S. Com on
Foreign Relations, 20 Feb 60, p. vi.
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National Defense, a post occupied by himself. He was served
by an Assistant Secretary and by the Director of the
Cabinet, through whom orders were transmitted to the Central
Organizations (comprising the General Staff, the Inspectorate
General for the Armed Forces, and various administrative
and fiscal agencies), the Logistical Services, and the
Ministerial Services. The Chief of the General Staff had
as Deputies the commanders of the Army, Navy, and Air Force.3 4
Understandably, President Diem had maintained a close
interest in the activities of the RVNAF from the beginning.
He ~articipated in all major .policy d~cisions affecting the
armed forces, personally approving, for ~xample, all promotions of senior officers.
The ARVN
A General Staff exercised administrative direction over
the ARVN. Although this group was actually organized and
functioned as an army general staff, it supervised the
activities of the small naval and air forces of South Vietnam
as well. Since the AR\IN represented 94 percent of tr--J.e
," .strength of the Rv~AF no one objected strenuously that the
General Staff was composed entirely of ARVN officer·s. The
Chief of the General Staff, top military commander of the
. armed forces, vIas served by a Chief of Staff who also
served as Deputy Chief of Staff for Army. In theory :n2 was
the.ARVN commander and adviser on army affairs to the Chief
of the General Staff. The US influence on the General Staff
was quite appa.rent in its organization al though certai:!:1
features of th:2 ~rench military system had been retained by
~he Vietnamese.35
1:'1 the 13.~::/c !!.3.lf of 1957 Diem activated two corps tleCiGquarters , giving "cne Army its first tactical unit headquarte:es
above division level. A third corps headquarters was
established in 1959.. These organizations were charged with
responsibility for assigned operational areas, for planning
future operations, for organizing strategic and tactical
defense, for training of assigned or attached tactical units,

..

34. (S-NOFORl\J) NIS 43D, IISouth Vietnam, II Ch. VIII,
.. Armed Forces," ,Jan 59 (hereafter cited as NIS 4 3D) .
35. (S-NOFORN) NIS 43D, p. 7.
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r
for organizing maneuvers, and for administering organic
unit3. Because of US influence, it was believed that a
corps concept very similar tu· ~chat of the US Army would
eventually emerge, with the organization of the corps
depending on their particular misslons.36 .
On 31 December 1958, Presfdent Diem issued a decree
creating an ARVN field command. This command was responsible
for coordination of the training of all combat units in peacetime and for the direction of combat operations in time of
war. This move was made in the realization that no individual could function effectively as Deputy to the Chief of the
General Staff and also as Commander of the ARVN. The army
staff thus--was left- free. to.- concentrate on overall army
plannlng.37
The strength of the ARVN~ within the overall ceiling
of 150,000 for all Vietnamese armed forces that the United
states had agreed to support in late 1955, fluctuated to a
.degree but stood at about 138,000 men and officers late in
1958, slightly below its authorized strength of 140,620.
The principal elements of the ARVN at the beginning of 1959
were a central command, two corps headquarters with corps
troops, six military region headquarters, 4 field divisions
(8,100 men each), 6 light divisions (5,800 men each), 1
airborne group (4,000 men)~ and various combat and service
support units.38
Increasingly, throughout this period, internal security
duties were turned over to the paramilitary forces, so that
the ARVN could~ under the guidance of the MAAG, devote more
time to training and organizational improvement. Training
of the ARVN progressed more readily in the period 1957-1959
than in earlier years. Plans for training drawn up by the
General Staff with the advice of the MAAG resembled US Army
training plans. The 25-week training cycle was increased
to 32 weeks and divided into six phases, starting with basic
infantry training and proceeding progressively through
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36. Ibid.,

p. 10.
37. Ibid., p. 8
38. (S-NOFORN) NIS 43D, see Chart A - Strength of Vietnamese Armed Forces. (C) lf~AG Vietnam Narrative statement,
25 Nov 58, MAAG Vietnam General Administrative Files, 1958
(Washington National Records Center).
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division maneuvers during the last two weeks. A longer,
52~week cycle, initiated. upon completion of the shorter
cycle, continued the training begun.·in the 3~~eek course,
providing additional general training and advanced unit
training. By ~une 1958 three of the field divisions, two of
the light divisions, and the airborne group had completed the
32-week cycle and were in the 52-week cycle. Remaining
divisions were in the shorter cycle at varying phases.59
strength of· Vietnamese Armed Forces
Date

i.

..

~

Army

o
)(.

-_.

Navy

Air Force

1 ,522 .

3,434
(57 pilots)

204,956

3,434

174,956

Totals

1954

-~O(J ~-OOO··

1955

170,000

1,522

~956

152,000

4,182

1957

138,481

4,818

4,164

ilJ.7 46?J
-L.,

1. Ju1 57

133,016

4,721

4,067

141,804

1 Oct 57

129,982

4,800

4,035

138,817

1 Jan

131,343

4,870

lr,025

11.j.O,238

58

3,336
(103 pilot s )

159,518

(136 pilots)
1 Apr 58

134 .. 640

L~,

892

4,082

l43,6l4

.,

1'"16
..l.:)

rLL'
,0
. .1

5,152

4,271

l~6,o64

138,165

5,100

4,590

~47,8S5

1.

Jul 58

1 Oct 58

*1 January, unless othenlJise noted

President Diem and all of his principal assistants
supported a program of cieveloping an ARVN-trained by US
advisers and modeled along US lines. He had made English
language instruction mandatory for all officers to euable

39.

(S-NOFORN) NIS 43D, pp. 17-18 .
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US advisers to communicate with them more readily and to
facilitate. their attendance at US schools and training
'~:!3tallations.
Basic US Army field and technic[.l j'(lanuals
t~d heen translated into Vietnamese to widen the dissemination of US tactical principles and training procedures
among ARVN personnel. 40
Nevertheless, during the period 1957-1959, the lack
of qualified officers remained a serious problem. In mid195 8 , despite the fact that 2,766 officers were being held
beyond their normal date of termination of service, the
armed~ services were short 1,491 officers .. Most senior
officers were comparatively young, the average age of corps
and di vision commanders.- in-.. 1958 being only 35. These officers
had no experience in handling regimental or larger units
in eombat, and most had received their training under French
tutelage. Consequently, key ARVN officers were being sent
by the United States to the US Army Command and Gennral Staff
College to acquaint them with US military doctrine. 1
The principal source of regular officers remained the
Military Academy at Dalat, which was changed from a one-year
to a four-year school. The Officers Candidate School at
Thu Duc provided a six-month course for about· 400 students.
Graduates were not commissioned immediately but had to serve
six months in units before becoming eligible for commission.
Graduating classes at Dalat and Thu Duc were too small--the
military academy, particularly, had difficulty in securing
qualified candidates. The Vietnamese Command and General
Staff College, whose staff was made up largely of Vietnamese
graduates of the US Army Command and General Staff college,
offered a five-month staff officer ·course and a ten-month
course for field grade officers. But it, too, had difficulty
in obtaining qualified candidates. 42
The United States also paid for an overseas training
program for Vietnamese military students. Between 1 July
1954 and 1 July 1958, 2,037 Vietnamese Army personnel were
sent to schools in the United States. Two hundred sixty-one
were sent to US-operated military schools outside the United
States. Others were sent on general orientation and
observer training visits. Ordnan?e,.sign.~l, and.e~gin~er
technicians were sent to the PhillPPlnes for tralnlng. 4 3
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40. Ibid., p. 14.

41. Ibid.

42. Ibid., pp. 4-6, 19.
43. Ibid., p. 19.
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The ARVN was equipped almost entirely with US World
War II weapons and vehicles.
Most of the infantry weapons
and artillery in the hands of troops had been used in the
Indochina war and by 1959 were, understandably, in poor
condition. The GVN had no facilities for production of
ordnance materiel of its own.
The ARVN, furthermore, continued unable to maintain its ordnance properly.
It had
too few personnel trained in maintenance. Tools and spare
parts were in short supply and ARVN supply distribution and
transportation systems were inadequate. The typical Vietnamese soldier had only limited technical knowledge and little
appreciation of the need for preventive maintenance. The
MAAG, in efforts to remedy these deficiencies, supervised an
intens-ive training program--which included the employment of
US Mobile Training Teams and contract civilian technicians
from the United states and the Philippines, and the train~ng
of Vietnamese abroad.
Unserviceable vehicles w~Ee still
shipped to the US Army rebuild center in Japan.~'
By early 1957 ~t had become clear that to build and
sustain a truly professional army the GVN must establish a
system for conscription.
Consequently, on 2 May 1957, Diem
instituted a draft.
A new law established compulsory
12-month tours of service, with four months of training and
eight months with an active unit, for all males 20 and 21
years of age.
Conscription began on 1 August 1957 and
averaged 480 inductions per week for the remainder of the
year; in 1958 inductions reached 720 per week.
In March
1958 the GVN set up, under the President, a Permanent
Secretariat General of National Defense to T;lan and supervise
mobilization progra;ns.
In 1959 the period of service for
draftees was exten6ed to l8 months in order to orovlde more
thorough training. 45
~
The AR\r'"N di"'\t1sions, both the field d1 v~Lsion of 3.,100
men and the light di~ision of 5,800 men, were generally

0~
pp. ~5-Lj.
45. (C) Quarterly Activities Report of MAAG Vietnam,
1 Jun 57-31 Aug 57, MAAG Vietnam Gen,Admin Files., 1957.
(C)
f-.1AAG Vietnam Country Statement, 31 Dec 57, same file.
C)
Quarterly Activities Report 0n ~'T.AAG Vietnam.!' 1 i'liar 58-3 ':,'i6.y
58~ same file, 1958.
(S) Msg, Saigon 1471 to State, 24 J~~
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considered by US military men to be deficient in firepower,
although sufficiently mobile. A test of a larger type
:-'1vision in the summer of 1958 resulted in approval by Army
GRneral Headquarters on 1 December 1958 of a new division
organization comprising 10,000 men and closely resembling
that of the US division. The objective of this revised
structure was to achieve organizational standardization and
facilitate more economical and efficient employment over
the varied terrain of S9uth Vietnam. Additional infantry
and engiQeer troops were added, as well as a 4:2 mortar
batta~ion.
A program for converting both field and light
divisions to the new organization was begun in [1959. 46
From 1955 to 195-8 --MAG and--Yla-shington survey teams
pressed financial reforms on the GVN and succeeded in bringing about considerable savings in military expenditures.
lf~AG also advised the GVN on fiscal and budgetary procedures,
and the MAAG Comptroller Advisors Group worked closely with
Vietname~e specialists in pay and disbursing functions,
internal audit, and budgeting. The following table reveals
that in a three-year period dollar savings of 84 million
were achieved, and that the average cost per man per ye~r in
the ARVN declined from $1,320 in 1955 to $1,144 in 1958. 47
Budget Status 1955-1958
(in millions)
~

1956

1955
V.Letnam Request
/\pproved Budget
Vietnam Contribution
us Contribution
Savings

Average Paid strength

$ 303.U
286.0
79.8
125.4
62.3

169,442

t

33t).6

.J

198.h
20.0
174.3
4.3
152,077

.'I'

)

1957

1958

2J3.9
187.8
25.0
161.2
'1.4

~~22. 1.j.

143,649

* 27.3

1'71.6

144.3

none

150,000

Average Cost Per
$ 1,320 $ 1,277 $ 1,296 $ 1,144
Man Per Year
46. (S-NOFORN) NIS 43D. (C) Hq MAAG Vietnam, Eighth
Quarterly Special TERM Report, 19 Jun 58, MAAG Vietnam Gen
Admin Files, 1958.
47. (C) Quarterly Activities Report of ~~AG Vietnam,
1 Mar 58-31 May 58, MAAG Vietnam Gen Admin Files, 1958.
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The VNAF
'1'l1e ~l.'ll' arm oJ' tli() C\TN defense estab1l!Jlnnr:;nt, aJ though
adrn.l.l\.l ;~t(~f'l~U by the Cr.lIllrnandel'" VNAP, wa:', lln<..1(~J' :-u"tu;J. L ()"p(:ratlonal contrul. uf Prer;.1.dent .Diem in h:l;~ pn~;t I)f ;~ccY'(;t(.l.I'Y

of' State fc)r National Defense.
The mif:>sion of the VNAF was
tu provide air support for the ARVN, including transport,
liaison, reconnaissance, evacuation, and air-ground support.
From 1955 to 1959, however, it was primarily a training
force, and its military capabilities were extremely limited. 48

Until mid-1957 the VNAF was trained and supported
logistically by the French. Upon the withdrawal of French
Air For_ce units, tne U.S MAAG assumed both training and
logistic responsibility. The VNAF had a total strength in
January 1959 of 4,590, of whom 324 were officers. It
possessed 148 planes (25 F8F/RF8Fs, 35 C-47s, 10 H-19s, 56
1,-19s, 18 A.T-6Gs, 1 Morane-Saulnier 500, 2 c-45s, and 1 P,ero
Commander) and was organized into a transport group, two
liaison_squadrons,
composite squadron, a training squadron,
and a V~P squadron. 9

t

The United States,. during 1958 and 1959, gave formal
training to VNAF personnel in flying, navigation, electronics, communicati'~ns, and maintenance at an Air Training
School in Nha Traug and at base schools at the large fields
of Bien Boa and Tan Son Nhut. Other students were trained
in the United States and with USA.F units in the Far East.
A to·tal of about 375 '\]NAF personnel were undergoing these
various types of training on 30 June 1958. The United States
had set an authoY'ized goal of 208 pilots for the VNAF .• to
be attained by 1963. 50
The '\iNN

As in the' case of the v'I'JAF, Vietnamese naval forces
were trained and supported by the French·until mid-1957.
As a result, French influence on doctrine and tactics of
the VNN was strong. In April 1958, a reorganization of the
VNN, based on plans prepared with the assistance of the p'IAAG,

48. (S-NOFORN) NIS 43D, pp. 36-37.
49. Ibid., p. 37.
50. Ibid., p. 38.
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TdLLk6AEr,'effected. Under _this reorganization the structure of the
provided for a Naval Staff of three divisions--Adminis~ration, Operations, and Logistics.
This staff serv~d the
Naval Deputy to the Chief of the General Staff of the Vietnamese Armed Forces. -Five commands were establisped: Naval
Stations and Schools; Naval Supply Center, Saigon; Marine
Corps; Sea Forces; and River Forces.5l
:.Jas
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The mission of- the VNN was to patrol the coast to
junk traffic, -to support ground forces, and to
mount amphIbious landings. United States officials judged
the VNN in 1959 to pe capable of thi;j miGsion, including
the mounting of a battalion-sized amphiblou:J landing. An
irnpurtant- addi tibnaT fuf'fctTof'f" of the VNN- was patrolling
inland waters. The VNN had proven effective in the Mekong
Delta area, using French-developed river warfare techniques
against dissident elements.

I
I

Training of the VNN in 1959 was progressing at a satisfactory rate, with all training ashore concentrated at the
Naval School at Nha Trang. United States Navy advisers
served at the school, but the Vietnamese, most of them
trained in US Navy schools, performed the actual instruc'tion.
Marine Corps training had, until 1959, been generally poor
but the arrival of US Marine Corps advisers and the continuing training of Vietnamese marines at US Marine Corps schools
promised considerable improvement. The VNN had about 5,100
men and Qfficers, of whom 3,600 were general service and
1,500 were marines. The vessels of the VNN were seven US
0ubmarine chasers, three coastal minesweepers, 18 amphibious
vesoels, and 23 service craft.52
_

I

:interdic~

r

Assessment of RVNAF
Throughout the years 1957-1959, US military personnel
in South Vietnam were optimistic about the progress made in
training and equipping the_ RVNAF. During this period
MAAG quarterly reports, TERM reports, and MAAG country
statements all relayed to Washington encouraging assessments
of substantial improvements in the readiness and effectiveness of the RVNAF and predicted that these advances would

51. Ibid., pp. 31-34.
52. Ibid., p. 32.
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cont inue . Wher eas, in 1955 and 1956 , CHMAAG had estim
ated
that the Sout h Vietn ames e arme d·for ces could have
main
taine d
only limi ted inter nal secu rity and woul d ~ave been
unab
retar d or delay exte rnal aggr essio n with out "con sider le to
able
outs ide assis tanc e," he noted grad ual impro veme nt
in
1957
,
and :In mid- J958 he repo rted that the comb at post ure
of
the
HVNAP had impr oved "nota blyll in the paBt year . He
now con~jidered the RVNAF capa ble of main
taini ng inter nal secu ri ty
as well as cont ainin g any mino r enem y pene trati ons
the natio nal bord ers and delay ing a full- scal e NVN acro ss
for a week to a week and a half . In addi tion, he inva sion
that the RVNAF could hold the Tour ane base area forpred icted
three to four week s whil e at the same time main taini anot her
cont rol of key comm unica tion cent ers in the plate au ng
coas tal area s of ··cen tral Vietn am agai nst enem y guer and
rilla
and infil trate d force s.53
Whil e most of this stren gthe ned post ure was
impro veme nts in the ARVN, MAAG Vietn am also cited owin g to
adva nces
for the VNN and VNAF in the year s 1957 throu gh 1959
MAAG assum ed resp onsi bilit y for the train ing of the . When
mid- 1957 , it was capa ble only of prot ectin g inlan d VNN in
water~ays
of the south ern delta area and could not prov ide adeq
coas tal patr ol. But by 1959 , the VNN could cond uct uate
ately effes tivel l coa3 tal patr ol as well as prot ectin "mod erg inlan d
wa te r\'Jay s . :J 4
=• . . . .:,

I<:·r:.

r1

The VNA.F in the perio d 1957 -1959 was prim arily a train
ing force , and in 1959 , its comb at expe rienc e was
stil
l
extre mely limi ted. The MAAG repo rts throu ghou t the
perio d
main t8.ine d that the VNAF was prog ressi ng as well
as
expe cted of an orga~ization of its age and expe rienc could be
e.55
:J3. (C) f\1A.AG Vietn am Coun try State ment , 15 Jan
092 (8-22 -46) (2) BP pt 8. Ibid ., 21 Jan 57, 15'J 56, CCS
22 Jan 58, l'vT_AAG Vietn am Gen .4.dmin File s, 1957 and ul 57, and
1958 .
(C)
Hq IVlJl.AG Vietn am, Narr ati ve Stud y ~ 24 Aug
58, fl'LAAG Vietn am
Gen Admin File , 1958 .
54. (C) l'fLI\AG V~:tnam C.8un try State ment , 15 3uI 57,
ffLAAG
Vietnar:'l Gen Admin File, 1957 .
(S) JCSlVI-368-59 to SeeL ef,
4 Sep 59 (deri ved from JCS 2101 /367 ), JMF 4060
(14 Aug 59).
'
..
55. (u) Hq flIAAG Vietn am, Quar terly Acti vitie s Repo rt,
7 Mar 57, lVIAAG Vietn am GeD Admin File , 1957 .
(C) Hq rvriliAG
~ietnam~ Nar~ative S~udy, 25 Nov 58, same
file, 1958 . (S)
JCSM -36d- 59 "'Co SecD er, 4 Sep 59 (deri ved from JCS
2101 /367 ),
JMB 4060 (14 Aug 59).
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Another area where US military personnel reported
sigr.:.ificant advancement was the RVNAF logist-i C.?"l_ system.
Ir-! 1957, MJL~G found the system incapable of supporting the
RVNAF in a wartime operation. This stemmed from a lacl<: of·
trained personnel in all phases of supply and maintenance
and inadequate transportation and supply distribution
systems. Throughout the remainder of 1957 and in 1958 and
1959, MAAG reported continuing progress in the development
of the RVNAF logistical capabilities. United States
adviserszand technicians stressed US methods and procedures
with particular emphasis in the fields of supply and maintenance, and off-shore and on-the-job training were accelerated.56

r
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Officials in Washington were, in varying degrees,
encouraged by the improvements of the RVNAF. Operations
Coordinating Board progress reports between 1957 and 1959
all noted the enhanced military posture of South Vietnam.
In January 1959, the Joint Chiefs of Staff informed the
Secretary of Defense that the armed forces of South Vietnam
were capable of maintaining internal security and of containing minor enemy penetrations across the national
borders.57 In early September 1959, they fowarded to the
Secretary of Defense the following assessment:

['

r
r-

The Army is capable of maintaining
internal security and providing initial
resistance to a full-scale North Vietnamese
Communist invasion across the 17th parallel.

rI

The Navy has a limited capability of
conducting a moderately effective coastal
patrol and is capable of fulfilling its
internal security mission. The Navy has
been very effective in river warfare in
support of Army operations against dissident
elements. Coastal transport would require
augmentation in wartime.

56. (C) MAAG Vietnam Country Statement, 15 Jul 57, MAAG

Vietnam Gen Admin File, 1957. Hq MAAG, TERM Reports, 19 Nov
58, and 13 Jan 61, same file, 1958.
57. (TSl JCSM-8-59 to SecDef, 13 Jan 59 (derived from
JCS 1992/684 , CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) ~ec 42.
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The Marine amphibious capability is
limited to the conduct of small-scale
landings.
The capability and combat readiness
of the Air Force composite squadron is
low.
Efforts are being made to improve
this capability but are limited by the
provisions of the Geneva Accord. The Air
Force has no appreciable air defense capability.
It does, however, have a fair air
transport capability in paratroop d~livery,
evacuation and air ground support.5~
Several weeks earlier, the Secretary of Defense had
submitted a report to the National Security Council on the
status of the Military Assistance Program that was optimistic
concerning Vietnam and its armed forces.
The United States
had, he said, developed South Vietnam into a strategic
asset and, unless prepared to "dissipate a valuable resource,"
it had no choice but to coninue support to the Vietnamese
armed forces until the situation in Asia ~ermitted a fundamental revision of strategic objectives.5~
A subcommittee of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
stated in 1960:
..... \ f3!'

\!
\'
I

i

!'

As a general objective the military aid
program is expected to help to develop Vietnamese
armed forces adequate for maintaining internal
security, for deterring outside aggression, and
for offering initial resistance to such ~ggres
sion if it is not deterred.
It is not possible
for the subcommittee to say that the military
aid program will guarantee achievement of this
general goal. But because it operates within
a detailed long-range plan it is possible to conclude, at least, that progress is being made
toward the creation of the kind of military

J .

58. (S) JCSM-368-59 to SecDef, 4 Sep 59 (derived from
JCS 2101/367), JMF 4060 (14 Aug 59)~ .
.
59. (S) DOD Report to NSC, "Status of the Military
Assistance Program, It 14 Aug 59, same file.
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establishment which those responsible contend
will guarantee the goal~ B:l.rring unforeseen
uevelopments, moreover, it'is also posstble
to conclude, on the basis of the assurarice~
of the head of .the military aid mission in
Vietnam, that at least the u.s. Miiitary Aid
Advisory Group (MAAG) can be phased out of
Vietnam in the foreseeable future. 60

r
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r

Diem's Attempt at Political Unity

I

Improvement in the military and economic spheres was
only part of· the task fac-i-ng South-··Vietnam in the late 1950s.
While the GVN, with US aid, seemed to be making substantial
gains in these areas, it at the same time seemed to be
losing the equally vital 'battle for"political unity. In
late 1956 a change in the attitude of the Vietnamese toward
their government first became discernible. Successively,
the people's enthusiasm for Diem gave way to tolerance, and
tolerance to antipathy.6l . Some of the reasons for this trend
in GVN politics lay in Diem's intolerance of political
opposition, in his administrative practices, and in his
suppression of civil and constitutional rights in the name
of internal security.
.

-

r
I

r

As early as January 1957, the US Embassy in Saigon
reported that Diem, "never tolerant of opposition or criticism," had become "convinced of his own infallibility" and
waG growin~ "even less responsive than heretofore to advice
which contr'ud1cts his basic' ideas. "62 The only advisers
that Diem seemed to heed were his brothers: Ngo Dinh Nhu.,
whom the Embassy considered "the rr~ost important and influential member of the assemblyll; Ngo Dinh Thuc, Roman Catholic
Archbishop of Hue; and Ngo Dinh Can, who Ilwith no legal

bOo "US Aid Program in Vietnam, II S. Com on Foreign
Relations, 26 Feb 60, pp. 8-9.
61. (S) NIE 14.3/53-61, "Prospects for North and
South Vietnam," 15 Aug 61, p. 7. Honey, "Democracy and
the Republic of Vietnam," p. 215.
62. (C) Desp, Saigon 200 to state, 15 Jan 57.
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authorit~

. . . treats Central Vietnam as his personai
domain. llb 3 The last member of Diem's inner circle was Mme.
Ngo Dinh Nhu, who ~.~rved along wi th her husband· in the
National Assembly.b4
.
United States concern over Diem's increasingly authoritarian tendencies grew during 1958 and 1959. Operations
Coordinating Board progress reports for these years warned
of mounting dissatisfaction in Vietnam over the government's
strict political controls and stern police measures. The
1959 OCB Operations Plan for Vietnam suggested that the US
Amba"ssador might, at appropriate times, gress for liberalization of Diern1s authoritarian controls. b5
.
The Joint-"Chiefs -of Staff, too, recognized that Diem's
regime left something to be desired. In September 1959 they
forwarded to the National Security Council a study that
called attention to the similar positions of Diem in Vietnam~
Chiang in Taiwan~ and Rhee in South Korea. The study~ prepared in connection with a review of US policy in the Far
East, warned that:
In the case of these three nations, U.S.
policy views the heads of government as being
synonomous with the government itself. They
have come to pOTJJer as a result of armed
revolution, are firmly entrenched> and, in
practice, their systems do not allow a change
of chief executives through peaceful constitutional processes. The U.S. thus finds itself
without room to maneuver politically in dealing
with these countries, since negotiations are
with the chief executives whose actions mayor
may not be influenced by local or world public
opinion . . . . Since the three men . . . are

b3. Anon,
11 Jan

IIA New Look at Vietnam~lI Far Eastern Economic

62~

p. 49.
Wesley R. Fishel, lIProblems of Democratic Growth in
Vietnam~ II Ch. II of Fishel. (ed. ), "Problems of Democratic Growth in
Vietnam Since Independence, p. 28.
65. (s) aCB Progress Report on Southeast Asia (NSC
5612/1), 28 May 58, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 39.
(3) OCE Progress Report on Southeast Asia (NSC 5809), 12 Aug
59, JMF 9150/9105 (12 Aug 59). (S) OCE Operations Plan for
Vietnam, 9 Jan 59, JMF 9155.3/9105 (9 Jan 59).
Review
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r
so closely 'identified with U.S. interests and
policicfJ, failure to ~)upport them in th(~jrlter
rl;l.tluna.1 ar(~na,
to a110w tb(-~m to l)(~ ov(~r
t:;hl'~)wn violently by the Oppof)j,tlon j n theIr
countrIes, woul-d have' undes rable repercu:~~,~ton~~
. . . throughou~ ~he world. 6
(11·

6

avoid repetitions of this embarrassing and potentially
dangerous situation, the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended
that the United States in the future avoid "personal commitments" of this sort, and seek instead the "development of
governmental institutions in the Far East that can survige
changing chief executives with little or no disruption." 7

To

Although the 1956 constitution had established
republican institutions and basic political freedoms, no
system of competitive political parties developed in South
Vietnam. Diem imposed administrative requirements so
restrictive that in practice only puppet opposition parties,
such as the gQvernment-controlled Socialist Party, were able
to function. 6b After 1956 the only political opposition the
regime encountered came from the Free Democratic Party of
Phan Quang-Dan, which announced in 1958 that it would participate in the 1959 legislative elections. The GVN rejected
the party's application for certificationj but Dan perSisted,
ran for the national assembly as an independent candidate,
and was elected by the largest majority of any candidate in
the Saigon area. The government reacted to Dan's successful
electlon'by prosecuting him for violation of the election 6
l~wG.
Dan was convicted and deprived of hig a~:;sembly seat. 9

r
I

r
l.

r

From 1956 to 1959, Diem fashioned the Movement of
National Revolution (MNR) into a potent instrument to counter
political opposition. The party's program was concerned,
almost exclusively, with supporting fully all the policies

bb. (TS) SM-902-59 to SpecAsst to JCS (NSC Affairs),
11 Sep 59 (derived from JCS 1992/730), JMF 9150/9105
(19 Jun 59).
67. Ibid.
68 Robert G. Scigliano, "Political Parties in South
Vietnam Under the Republic," Pacific Affairs, December 1960,
pp. 341, 345-346.
69. Ibid., p. 340.
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and actio ns of Diem . Grea t pres sure s were appl ied
suade th~ peop le to join . In. the 1959 elec tion s, to·p erexam ple, party memb e:rs, often recru it,-G Llnd~r econofo~
pres sure , were comp elled to vote for the offi cial mic
cand iate
or suff er expu lsion from the part y and los~ of econo
mic and
civi l libe rties . 70
Given the unfa mili arity of the Vietn ames e peop le with
free poli tica l institutions~ the deni al of poli
l
expr essio n was unfo rtuna te. In the coun trysi de tica
incip
poli tica l awar eness went unno urish ed, and in the citieient
s and
town s poli tica l inte rest and acti vity was stifl ed.
Deni
ed
any oppo rtuni ty to deve lop, the oppo sitio n by the
end
of
the
decad e _com pris.e d fragm ented and impo tent grou ps of
bick
ering
,
"coff ee-h ouse " poli ticia ns.

.

,.'.

Repe atedl y, durin g the year s 1957 to 1959 the GVN
abrid ged the cons titut iona l and civi l righ ts of, its
in the name of inter nal secu rity. For exam ple, obsecitiz ens
rvers
repo rted the exist ence of "Pol itica l Re-e duca tion
Cent
ers"
in Sout h Vietn am, inter nmen t camp s estab lishe d appa
rentl
y
for the "pol itica l re-ed ucat ion" of comm unist s. The
cent
ers,
howe ver, bore witn ess to Diem 'S viol ation of civi
l
righ
ts,
for citiz ens could be inter ned with out due proc
and for
an inde finit e perio d. Altho ugh the majo rity of ess
the
of these cent ers vlere comm unist or comm unist symp inma tes
athiz ers,
repo rtedl y some were rigid antic omm unist s whos e only
crime
had been injud iciou s criti cism of the regim e. 7l
Cent ral to the case agai nst Diem was the charg e
that he had restr icted the righ t of free pres s. When
he took offic e in 1954 , Diem had estab lishe d mild
pena lties
for viol ation of the pres s cens orsh ip regu latio
ns.
The
trend seem ed to be towa rd grea ter freed om of the pres
s, but
befo re long Vietn ames e news pape rs came unde r close
gove
rnme nt
cont rol, oste nsib ly beca use of thei r sens ation alism
and
irres pons ibili ty. The adm inist ratio n also kept
watc h
on the fore ign pres s·to prev ent "abu sive attac ks close
on
the
pres iden tial fami ly or the regim e." In addi tion to
cens oring the pres s, GVN offi cial s bann ed work s of ficti
on
prese nted the gove rnme nt in an unfl atter ing ligh t. 72 that
70. Hone y, "Dem ocrac y and the Repu blic of Vietn
am,"
pp. 207-2 08.
71. Ibid ., p. 210.
72. Anon , "A New Look a t Vietn am, If p. 48 .
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The years 1958 and 1959 saw the seizure of newspapers
for having published news "likely to en~01},:rage Communism"in Vietnam, the suspension of others because of moral and
financial misconduc~ on the part of their editors, and the
arrest of reporters for alleged communist connections.
So-called "popular" demonstrations against newspapers
especially critical of the regime also tended tQ inhibit
the development of a spirit of free criticism. 7j
A f~rther example of the GVN's growing political
reprepsion was its actions against the Chinese and Montagnard minorities. Nearly ten percent of the population of
3uuth VJetnam was non-Vietnamese. The two principal ethnic
rnlnoy'lt:1 l~:;, the ch"ine:;c----ari-d the Mnnta-p;na-rds. ()C'cupicd
positIons uf special importance, the one ecun r )rrl1c, the other
geographic.
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In 1956, South Vietnam had a population of about
650,000 Chinese, most of whom were located in the Chinese
city-within-Saigon, Cholon. United states policy tow~rd
the overseas Chinese had three aims: to promote anticommunism among them, to encourage them to identify themselves with local governments, and to foster sympathy and
support for Nationalist China as a symbol of Chinese resistance to communism. 74 To Diem, however, the, Chinese minority
represented a group long favored by the French; one with an
inordinate influence and, in some respects, a strangle-hold
on the Vietnamese economy. Moreover, the separate culture
of the Chinese, including separate schools and newspapers,
was viewed by Vietnamese nationalists as an affront.75
On 21 August 1956, after two years of sporadic harassment, Diem launched a campaign against the Chinese by
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73. (C) Desp, Saigon 377 to State, 24 Apr 58. Fishel,
Problems of Freedom: South Vietnam Since Independence,
p. 23
74. (TS) NSC 5612/1, 5 Sep 56, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48)
(2) sec 26.
,
75. (S) OCB, "The Overseas Chinese arid U. S. Policy"
\draft), 6 Sep 56, same file BP pt 7. Joseph Buttinger,
'The Ethnic Minorities in Vietnam," Ch. VI in Fishel, Problems of Freedom: South Vietnam Since Independence, pp. 110118.
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prom ulgat ing an ex post facto decr ee conf errin g a~tom
citiz ensh ip on all Chin ese born in Vietn am. On 5'Sep atic
he issue d anot her decr ee restr ictin g' eleve n spec ific temb er
occupatio~s--in all of whic h many
Chin ese were empl oyed --to
Vietn ames e citiz ens. At abou t the same time , the
orde red that all teach ing in the Chin ese seco ndar y GVN also
woul d have to be in the Vietn ames e langu age and withscho ols
desi gnated texts .76
.
.
Thes e unco mpro misin g decr ees imm ediat ely antag oniz ed
the Chin ese comm unity and arou sed its solid oppo
sitio n.
With in a few days the Chin ese bega n witl;i draw ing .fund
bank s and, in a shor t time , one- sixth of the curre ncys from
in
circu latio n had d·1sa ppea red. '-Com merci al trans actio
ns
in
Sout h Vietn am came to a near stan dsti ll. Serv ices
norm ally
perfo rmed by the Chin ese, Guch as the mill ing and trans
port
of rice were left undo ne. The coun try settl ed rapid
ly
into
a busin ess slump '. 77
Almo st imm ediat ely afte r the prom ulgat ion
Nati onal ist Chin a prQt ested to the GVN on beha lfof ofthe decr ee,
Chin ese in Vietnam.7~ For its ~art, the Unite d statethe '
coun selle d mode ratio n to Diem.7~ But for both Diem s
Saigo n Chin ese the matt er had becom e 'one of "fac e." and the'
The GVN'
stubb ornly refus ed to modi fy its decr ees and the Chin
ese
A
just as stub born ly refus ed to obey them . OO
Fina lly, in July
1957 , impr essed by now with the dama ge bein g done to
the
econo my, the GVN, ende d a full year of stale mate
by
easin
g
its stric ture s on Chin ese busi ness acti vitie s. Unde
r
thre
at
of depo rtati on, some Chin ese resum ed busi ness unde r
the new
7b. (C) Desp , Saigo n 200 to state , 15 Jan 57.
(u) Msg,
CHMAAG Vietn am 5148 to CINCPAC, 5 Jan 57.
77. Ibid . Lind holm , Viet- Nam : The
t Five Year s,
p. 113. Butt inge r, "The Ethn ic Mino ritie sFirs
in Vietn am, II
p. 110.
78. (C) Msgs , Saigo n to Stat e, 823, 8 Sep 56; 1171 ,
6 Oct 56; 1322 , 20 Oct 56. Bern ard B. Fall , "Sou
th Vietn am's
Chin ese Prob lem," Far East ern Surv ey, May 1958 , pp.
8.
190 (S) Msg, SaIg on 1001 .to Stat e, 22 Sep 56. 67-6
(C)
Desp
,
Saigo n 200 to Stat e, 15 Jan 57.
80. (C) Desp , Saigo n 200 to Stat e, 15 Jan 57.
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regulations. By 1959, the. Chinese had reportedly made their
accommodation with Diem; the GVN reported that by that time
three-fourths of those eligible had accepted Vietnamese
citizenship.8l

r
[-

The problem of the Chinese 'minority could not be solved
so simply, however. The Chinese congregations--ethnic
aBso~iations which, under the French, had exercised considerable administrative, police, and revenue control over the
Chinese community--continued to be a cohesive force among
the Chinese and to oppose the GVNts restrictive policies. 82

r.'
!~

If' the Ch1ne~·;e d isdn,lned VJc.!tnaruesc cltlzenuhlp and
cuI ture, th-e Vietnamese were' equally" contemptuous of' their
other. sizable ethnic minority, the Montagnard tribesmen.
Numbering between 500,000 and 700,000, the Montagnards
encompassed, one US observer stated, lI e }.{ery conceivable degree
of economic and cultural backwardness."~3 Given to seminomadic patch farming, the Montagnards wandered throughout
the hilly backlands of Vietnam, nearly half the country.
Like the Chinese, they had received special favors from the
French, who had used them as a counterweight against the
Vietnamese. The GVN was naturally determined to assert'its
rule 0ver the areas inhabited by the tribesmen, especially
because these areas included four-fifths of the nation's
land frontier.

The GVN's problem of asserting its control was made
difficult by the head start its communist competitors had
among the tribesmen. While the GVN for two years concentrated on establishing it~elf in the more populated lowlands,
Viet Cong ag.ents launched a campaign among the tribesmen to
win their loyalty. Tribesmen were recruited and sent to
North Vietnam for indoctrination and training. The Viet Cong
allowed the Montagnards to retain their native dialects and
even broadcast propaganda to the Montagnards in their local
speech. The communists also pointed with pride to the

. 81. Butt1nger _, "The Ethnic Minorities in Vietnam,"
p. 119.
82. (S) Msg, Saigon 3479 to State, '18 Jan 60.
83. Buttinger, "The Ethnic Minorities in Vietnam,"
p. 105.
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auton omou s regio ns in the nort h wher e the tribe smeg
s cous ins
alleg edly Ii ved with out gove rnme ntal inte rfer
ence .,'
,
The GVN's progr am to bind the tribe smen
the cent ral
gove rnme nt was two- fold: to educ ate and persuto
ade them to
-'bec ome'm ore loYa l and usef ul citiz ens; and' to rese
ttle in the
Mont agnar d area s smal l comm uniti es of Vietn ames e from
liowl ands who woul d serve as exam ples to the tribe smen the
,dete rren t to bord er infi ltrat ors. The firs t purp ose and a
was
serve d by the crea tion of scho ols for Mon tagna rds,
demo nstra tion progr ams in agri cult ural meth ods, and by
rema rkabl e insis tenc e that Vietn ames e be poli te in by a
deali ngs; with the moun tain peop le. Unde r the latte the
r program , so~e 4Q,~OQ,p1onegrs from ,the lowla nds had been
in key loca les in the high land s by 1959 . Desp ite the settl ed
best effo rts, frict ion pers isted betw een the Mont agna GVN's
who claim ed that the Vietn ames e sequ ester ed thei r bestrds,
and the Vietn ames e, who were not happ y in the prim itive land ,
high land s. On bala nce, by 1959 the GVN seem ed to have
made,
some prog ress in allay ing the Mon tagna rd's trad ition
al
but the gove rnme nt's succ ess in ~ultivating the tribe fear s,
smen 's
loya lty had not yet been teste d. d 5

4

The Insur genc y in Vietn am, 1957 -1959
Desp ite the brigh tene d econo mic situa tion the
stren gthe ned RVNAF, and the seem ingly incre ased, gove
stab ility , inter nal secu rity in Sout h Vietn am did notrnme nt
show
a corre spon ding impro veme nt durin g the perio d 1957 -1959
.
At firs t, it did appe ar that the insur genc y had been
brou
ght
unde r cont rol. In fact , howe ver, altho ugh the firs
t
mont
hs
of 1957 saw the nadi r of the Sout h Vietn ames e insur
genc y,
by mid- year the insur genc y had begu
that cont inue d throu ghou t the periond. a grad ual 'upwa rd swin g
At the begi nnin g of the perio d there was good evide
nce
that the Viet Cong were with ering away unde r only
spor adic

139.

84. Lindh olm, Vietn am:

The Firs t Five Year s, pp. 135-

85. Butt inge r, "The Ethn ic Mino ritie s in
am,"
pp. 106- 107. Will iam Hend erson , "The Repu blic Vietn
of
Vietn
Land Rede velop ment Prog ram," Ch. VII in Fish el, Probl am
ems
of Freed om: Sout h Vietn am Sinc e Indep ende nce, p. 130.
(S)
Desp , Saigo n 295 to Stat e, 12 Mar 59.
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pressure by the GVN. The refusal of the GVN to participate
with North Vietn3~ in national elections in 1956 had
~ignalled the failure of the communists' plan to unify
Vietnam through peaceful means, and dealt a severe blow to
the strength and moral'e of the insurgents in the south. 86
Defections became numerous: some VC cadres broke away
because of disillusionment with the Hanoi regime; others
because they faced another extended :campaign--now apparently
inevitable--after the lQng years of ,fighting. According to
ARVN repprts, guerrillas captured in' operations throughout
the s9uth in later 1956 were poorly armed. Their weapons
were frequently of local manufacture;, knives, and daggers
often substituting.. for ,Jt:ra~.arms. ,united states agencies
concurred in the estimate that the VC cadres were probably
not receiving regular supplies. Early in 1957 GVN officials
estimated that the communist military strength had dropped
from approximately 10,000 in 1955 to about 1,500. 8 7
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Captured ene~y documents, indicated that the VC main' preoccupation in the months following the 1956 National Assembly
election was survival. In January 1957, a MAAG Intelligence
Summary reported that the Viet Cong had been instructed,to
"lay low, reorganize, propagandize within legal limits,
infiltrate government posts including the armae preach peaceful coexistence, and strengthen their cells. f~

r
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During the first months of 1957, the ARVN claimed to
have killed, wounded, or captured large numbers of

I

I~
f

tr.
t

(jb. (S) NIE 63.2/2-57, "The Prospects for North Vietnam,!!
14 May 57, p. 6. Philippe Devillers, "The Struggle for the
Unification of Vietnam," The China Quarterly, January-March
1962, p. 15.
87. (u) Dept of State Pub No. 7308, A Threat to the
Peace, North Vietnam's Effort to Conquer South Vietnam,
pp. 43-44. (s) Desp, Saigon 243 to State, ilSummary of
Internal Security Situation in Vietnam: November 1957, #7,"
7 Jan 58. (S) SEATO "Rpt of the 12th Mtg of SEATO Security
Experts," pp. 66-68.
(C) MAAG Vietnam ,Intelligence Summary
(hererafter cited as MAAGV ISUM) No. 1-57~' 2 Jan 57, MAAG
Vietnam Gen Admin File, 1957. (S) NIS 43D, Jul 58, p. 57-7.
88. (C) MAAGV ISUMs 1-57-, 2 Jan 57; 3-57, 1 Feb, 57; 4-57,
15 Feb 57; 7-57, 1 Apr 57; 8-57, 15 Apr 57; 9-57, 1 May 57;
MAAG Vietnam Gen Admin File, 1957.
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guerrillas" averaging several hundred. a month. 89 For example,
for December 1956 and January 1957, the ARVN'reported ·total
VC losses of 861, over one-half t~e currently estimated VC
strength in South Vietnam. But despite these losses, ·th.e
ARVN estimates pf VC strength showed no appreciable decrease.
MAAG surmised that the ARVN reports of VC losses represented'
mostly civilian sympathizers, and not "hard-core" armed
.
cadres.9 0
In mid-1957 the communists energetically set about
rebuilding and revitalizing the VC political'and military
structure. New politi~al and. mi'li:tary cadres were brought
in from the north, recruitment was stepped up, and VC'units
were.a~signe9TIl9re men__ and equipment.
During this reorganization the Viet Cong also significantly changed their tactics.
More and more, they turned to the use of force and terror
as an adjunct to political and economic subversion.9 1

.

able
with
and
that
ists
into

"

I

I

In late June 1957, MAAG reported "a slight but noticeincrease" in VC activity in the southern provinces',
the formation of new units and stepped-up propaganda
infiltration. In July, intelligence sources stated
North Vietnam had sent to Cambodia 30 cadres, specialin political and military organizing, for infiltration
South Vietnam.92

In October 1957 President Diem reported that in the past
year the communists had killed 412 persons, most of whom had
been traihed and experienced civilian, military, and police
officials loyal to the GVN. From October through December
there were approximately 70 VC armed attacks and. terrorist
acts and more than 50 skirmishes initiated by ARVN troops or
security forces. By the end of the year a pattern had
emerged. Terrorist action was rather clearly focused on

89. For ARVN reports of VC losses, see MAAG Vietnam
Biweekly Intelligence Summaries in the MAAG Vietnam Gen
Admin Files.
90. (c) MAAGV ISUM 5-57, 1 Mar 57, V~AG Vietnam Gen
Admin File, 1957
.
91. (U) Dept of State Pub No. 7308, pp. ·3-4. (S)
NIE 14.3/53-61j ~5 Aug 61, p. 3.
92. (C) MAAGV ISUMs 13-57, 1 Jul 57; 16-57, 16 Aug 57;
MAAG Vietnam Gen Admin File, 1957.'
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three principal groups: (1) provincial district, and village
officials; (2) rural police and security personnel; (3) commu,nity and village leaders. It .was discovered, for example,
that in the last quarter of 1957, of the 74 acts of terrorism
carried out by persons believed to be communist, 67 were
perpetrated against Vietnamese falling into the groups
enumerated above. Of the remaining seven, four were against
ARVN.intelligence personnel and three were against members
of pro-GVN: political groups. In this pe~iod, too, US personnel first became targets of VC violence; in October 1957
explosives placed at MAAG installations in Saigon resulted
in several~ casualties. In the same month the US Information
Service Cebter was bombed.93
The Viet Cong also undertook a concerted campaign to
frighten and coerce the peasants and local officials. Farmers
were forced to pay "taxes" either in the form of money or
harvested crops, and travelers were often required to pay
road, bridge, and river "tollS." The Viet Cong harassed
local authorities, burning and robbing their homes and
threatening them with assassination if they failed to reveal
intelligence information or attempted to inform on VC agents
or activities. Reports began to be received in Saigon that
in some villages "fear of Communist retaliation has resulted
in increasing reluctance on the part of villagers to ~ct as
informants and to otherwise assist security forces."94
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Terrorism was accompanied by a concerted propaganda
campaign with the theme of "normalization". of relations
between South and North Vietnam and the "reunificationl1 of
the divided nation. At the same ti~e VC propaganda cadres
called for the elimination of US l1imperialist intervention,"
evasion of military conscription, and opposition to the GVN
land reform program, which they claimed would ultimately
make the peasants serfs to the Diem regime.95
According to US intelligence officials, the upswing in
VC activity that took place late in 1957 was the result of
a specific plan of the communist leadership. Meeting in

93. (s) NIS 43D, Jul 58, pp. 57-3, 57-11, 57-12.
Times, 8 Oct 57, p. 5.
94. (S) NIS 43D, p. 57-12.
95. Ibid.
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Phnom Penh durin g Octo ber, VC lead ers agree d to step
up the
c.amp algn for reun ifica tion , with incre ased emph asis
on
terro rism . They hope d that the resu lting diso rder s
be used as evide nce of popu lar desi re for reun ifica could
tion , and
that , by enge nder ing an atmo sphe re of insecur~ty, conf
idenc e
in the GVN woul d be erod ed.96
Viet Cong acti vity incre ased , thoug h stil l on a rela
tivel y smal l scal e, durin g 1958.. Unit ed Stat es offi
cial
s
did not appe ar over ly conc erned . The MAAG biwe ekly
inte lligen ce summ aries indic ated no caus e for alarm
,
repo
there had been "no grea t rush" o.f peas ants to rally rting
VC caus e, and addin g that the VC succ esses 'were confto the
more remo te area s wher e the main tenan ce of inte rnal ined to
was, at best , diff icul t. ARVN intel ligen ce offic ers secu rity
stil l
place d the VC stren gth in Sout h Vietn am at 1,50 0, altho
they admi tted that the figu re migh t be as high as 2,100ugh
the dissi dent Binh Xuye n, who had come unde r comm unist if
cont rol, were coun ted. A US intel ligen ce surve y in
July
1958 found that :
comp ared with the situa tion prev ailin g in late
1954 and early 1955 , when Sout h Vietn am was
an area torn with bitte r conf lict betw een contend ing force s and when the Saigo n gove rnme nt's
auth ority was chall enge d not only in.th e
coun trysi de but even with in Saigo n itse lf, the
pictu re at pres ent is one of rela tive tran quil ity.

I'
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1'he surve y did warn that there rema ined "many disq uieti
ng
indic ation s of subv ersiv e stren gth." 97
A MAAG intel ligen ce summ ary
early 1958 state d that
the VC over all plan of actio n for of
Sout h Vietn am in 1958
calle d for deve lopm ent or mili tary activ ities --inc ludi
ng
the crea tion Qf new unit s, train ing. of addi tion
al
fifth~column cadr es, and in~reasi
ng terro rism .
The Viet
Cong divid ed_·S outh Vietn am ~nto two zone s: the
Gue rrilla
Zone , wher e they had both troop s and some influ ence
; and

-'

"

96. (S-NOFORN) Desp , SaigC?n 277" to Stat e, "Summary of
Inter nal Secu rity Situ ation in Vietn am: Dece
mber 1957 ,
#8," 3 Feb 58.
97. (c) MAAGV ISUM 3-58 , 1 Feb 58, MAAG Vietn am Gen
Admin File , 1958 . (S) NIS 43D, pp. 57-1 - 57-3
.
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the Temporarily Occupied Zone, w~ere local authorities were
strong and VC influence weak. In the Guerrilla Zone, the
Viet Cong planned expanded activities. These included resisting GVN troops, protecting VC bases, and wooing the
people and government troops. In the Temporarily Occupied
Zone, the Viet Cong hoped to develop guerrilla bases, aiming
at sabotage and winning the people to their cause.98
In 1958 assassinations averaged about 15 per month;
kidnappings were somewhat higher. Most of the victims were
Vietnamese officials, but US personnel began to attract more
attention from the Viet Cong. In mid-year, the Viet Cong
launched a propaganda campaign designed to promote antiAmericanism 'in the--- ARVN-;"- espe-cially hatred by ARVN soldiers
of their US advisers'. MAAG sources reported in September
1958 that communist units in South Vietnam had been
instructed to: (1) impede the movement of US officers through
the countryside by obstructing roads; (2) devise means of
terrorizing US military instructors; (3) promote the antiAmerican movement in South Vietnam. But there was not yet
a general call for the slaying or kidnapping of US person~
nel.99
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The Viet Cong also made efforts to penetrate the lower
echelons of government, the security forces, labor unions,
and political groups. For example, Vietnamese intelligence
agents uncovered a communist cell in an SDC unit. The main
objectives for the cell were to secure information on troop
movements and security operations and to steal arms and
ammunition. United states intelligence officials stated
that communist penetration efforts were directed at government agencies and I1 semiofficial groups" for the purpose of
gathering "intelligence on government policies and programs.
and on strength, deployment, and specific missions of

98. (c) MAAGV ISUM 5-58, 1 Mar 58, MAAG Vietnam Gen
Admin File, 1958
99. (S-NOFORN) Desps, Saigon 295 to state, "Summary of
Internal Security Situation in Vietnam: September and
October, No. 14," 12 Mar 59; 337, "Summary . . . February and
March 1958, No. 10," 24 Apr 58; 401, "Summary . . . November
'. and December 1958, No. 15," 29 May 59. MAAGV ISUMs 5-58,
. 1 Mar 58; 11-58, 1 Jun 58; 14-58, 16 Jul 58;.16-58; MAAG
Vietnam Gen Admin File, 1958.
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military and security services, and whenever possible, to
subvert or weaken these operations. lIlOO

[

t

Penetration, terror, depredation, and propaganda, though
troublesome, did not threaten the ,continued existence of the
Republic of Vi~tnam~ The real threat lay in the growing
military strength of the Viet Cong. Operating in small
bands of 5 to 50 men,VC units attacked small -government
f6rces and installations. Gradually, however, these units
grew larger, and their equipment improved. The motley
collec-tion of outdated arms typical of the 1955-1956 period
was replaced in'1957-l958 by more modern rifles, grenades,
and submachine guns. In 1958 the VC units also began to
use bazookas, light machine guns, and mortars, as well as
transmitting arid '-re'c'elving set's and powered boats .101
How much of the improved VC arms and equipment was from
stolen or captured stocks and how much came across the
borders of South Vietnam was not known. There were good
indications that an increasing amount of material was entering the country by land and sea. Overland routes from NorthVietnam followed a network of trails through border areas of
Laos and Cambodia, and thence into South Vietnam. Border
crossings were effected at places where difficult terrain
and sparse population made the infiltration of small groupsof men almost impossible to detect. In 1958 for the first
time intelligence sources began to mention the so-called
Ho Chi Minh Trail. This route was already being used
"apparently . . . to smuggle through orders, propaganda
material, funds, arms, ammunition, and supplies."102
With the hope of slowing the flow of men and materials
into South Vietnam, the GVN deployed units to the border
regions, stepped up its countersubversive activities in these
areas, and began construction of fortified posts along a
portion of the Cambodian border. But given the nature of the
terrain and the magnitude of the task, the results were almost predictable. The infiltration of men and material continued; indeed in the late months of 1958, and in 1959, the
flow probably increased. 10 3

100.
101.
102.
103.

(S) NIS 43D, p. 57-10.
Ibid., p. 57-12.
Ibid., p. 57-9.
Ibid-., p. 57-12.-.
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In January 1959 Pre~ident Diem informed the US Ambassador that the Viet Cong, having/failed by other means,
were again stepping up terrorism to intimidate the people
i~ the countryside.
The tactics being 'used by the Viet Cong
included not only a&sassinations and kldnappings but
increased emphasis on extortions from peasants in the form
of "taxes" and "loans". The Viet Cong concentrated also
on attacking equipment furnished the GVN by the United States.
During the sprir~ of 1959, VC forces damaged by machine gun
fire, burning, or exp1o'sion 41 tractors, and in a particularly
skill.ful- act of sabotage blew up a va!8~b1e canal dredge that
had been provided to the GVN by USOM.
Unfortunately;-the government's- handling of the people
of the countryside was inept, often alienating the local
Vietnamese and making them more amenable to VC influence.
South Vietnamese officials at the province and local level
frequently dealt with the people by harsh and repressive
methods, lessening rather than increasing. popular confidence
in the government. United States Operations Mission officials
were receiving increas-ing1y numerous reports of extortion by
police officials, arrests without cause, detention without
legal proceedings" and other evidences of police malpractice
and corruption.
Excesses and corruption on the part of the
lower level security and provincial administrative personnel,"
the US Embassy reported to Washington in August 1959, "reflect
adversely on the GVN and may undo much of what might be
accomplished by the GVN's programs designed to assist the
people. "'105
South Vietnam1s efforts to mount coordinated, supported
offensives against the Viet Cong were no more successful in
1959 than they had been in the past. Although plans were
developed for such offensives, the GVN failed to provide the
required strength, particularly in support forces. The
ARVN seemed unable to unsnarl its red tape sufficiently to
get logistic support where and when it was needed. Although
Diem appOinted a central authority to coordinate all internal
security activities in GVN, he neither relieved province
chiefs of their authority and responsibility for internal
security in their own provinces nor made them subject to
the central authority.106
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104. (S-NOFOB~) Desps, Saigon 42 to State, 30 Jul 59;
71, 21 Aug 59.
105. Ibid.
106. Ibid.
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United states Embassy officials were cri,tical of Diem's
reluctance to reduce the authority of the province chiefs
in the field of internal sec':.:r::.'~y. They believed that the
effectiveness of paramilitary forces was limited by the
direct control.by province chiefs of the security agencies
in their provin~es. It had become more and more difficult
to get close cooperation among the ARVN, the CG, the SDC,
and the Surete because of provincial autonomy. Without this
cooperation the Viet Cong could not, in the view of US
Embassy officials" be successfully stamped out.
In the late spring of 1959 us intelligence authorities
estimated that the Viet Cong had an active strength of about
2,000 guerrillas, .. l.arge_ly in small units scattered along the
Cambodian border and the south coast, and in the northern
plateau. There were also "several thousand" others,
presently inactive, who had access to arms and would participate in guerrilla warfare if directed to do so.107
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statistically, VC activity seems to have risen during
1959. A total of 239 assassinations and 344 kidnappings
took place in 1959 as comnared with 193 assassinations and
236 kidnappings in 1958. 108 In November 1959, however, the
US Embassy reported that the internal security situation
was showing some improvement but that it nevertheless remained
"a serious problem. 1f It is probable that what appeared to
be a reduction in the level of VC activity actually reflected
a decision by the Viet Cong to withdraw to their secure
bases to reeq~ip~ regroup and retrain in preparation for
the much higher level of effort that was to come. United
States Embassy officials tended to attribute this slackening off to the
.
increasing pressure of tougher and more effective
GVN counteraction. Viet Cong forces have been
reported to be pulling back and regrouping their
forces, recruiting new cadres to fill their
weakened ranks, and giving greater attention to
protecting themselves from GVN penetration and
counterintelligence activity.109

107. (s) NIE 63-59, "Prospect on North and South
Vietnam," 26 May 59, p. 4.
108. (S) SNIE 63.1-60, "Short Term Trends in South
Vietnam," 23 Aug 60, p. 3.
109. (C) Msg, Saigon 133 to State, 4 Nov 59.
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Proof that this was an overiy optimistic analysis of
VC motives was to be forthcoming shortly. Even as this
moderation in insurgent actions was being noted, the
J..eaders of North Vietnam were preparing to· increase the
size of their guerrilla apparatus in the south and to step
up terrorist activities. This decision to increase pressure on the Diem government may have been taken as early as
May 1959, at a meeting of the Lao Dong Party' Central Committee. A communique issued from this meeting predicted
that lithe patriotic movement in South Vietnam will become
broader and deeper day by day," and pledged that "the entire
pe.opfe will unite to struggle for national reunification
. '. . ." Pham Van Dong, the North Vietnamese Prime Minister!
stated in S-eptember 1959 rt-we will - be in Saigon tomorrow ll and
in November told- a western official that North Vietnam would
IIdrive the Americans into the sea."110
The growing VC activity and the increasing terrorism
in South Vietnam aroused little concern in the United
States. In fact, Vietnam received scant notice from the
American public during the years 1957 through 1959. The
US pres·s gave little attention to South Vietnam, and what
coverage did find its way into American pepers and periodicals presented, for the most part, an encouraging picture
of the situation. In this period there were only three
permanent resident US correspondents--a free lancer and
representatives of UPI and Time-Life--in Saigon. From time
to time .special reporters were sent from the United States,
and the larger US newspapers, various magazines, and the
wire services had correspondents who covered all of Southeast Asia--operating out of other headquarters, such as
Hong Kong--but who only occasionally visited South Vietnam. III

..

In 1957 and 1958 such magazines as Time, Newsweek,
Life, US News and World Report, America, and Commonweal all
published reports and articles highly favorable to Ngo
Dinh Diem and his government. They presented the South
Vietnamese President in such glowing terms as, "the tough
miracle man of Vietnam,1I and, "an authentic patriot," and

.'

....

110. (C) Dept of State Rpt 8276, "North Vietnam
Increases Pressure on South Vietnam," 7 Jun 60.
Ill. Hearings, Situation in Vietnam, Subcom on state
Department Organization and Public Affairs of S. Foreign
Relations Com, 86th Cong, 1st sess, pp. 26-27.
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laude d his "cou rage" and "ten acity " in meet ing the
t.:hrea t. Thes e art-ic les all noted the chao s exis tingcomm unist
In
~30u Lh Vietn am when Diem assum ed offic e
in 1954 an-j revie wed
the prog ress he had achie ved since then in crea ting
indep ende nt natio nal Gove rnme nt." The vario us artic lIan
repo rts recog nized that Diem stil l faced sign ifica les and
leng es, but were equa lly conf iden t that he woul d nt chal them . A recou nt of Diem 's acco mpli shme nts of the overc ome
three year s, Time maga zine said in mid- 1957 , was prev ious
"a shin ing
vind icati on of US forei gn aid polic ies." 112
Enco uragi ng US pres s repo rts on Sout h Vietn
t:o appe ar into 1959 . A New York Time s repo rter,am cont inue d
Tillm an
Durd in, went to Sout h Vietn am in Apri l 1959 and filed
a
serie s- of arti" cies prals ing the GVN land refor m and
rese
ttlement prog rams . Two edit oria ls in the New York Time
s
in
the
sprin g also laude d Diem and his land refor m. News
week
colum nist Erne st K. Lind ley visit ed Sout h Vietn am
in June
1959 , afte r an absen ce of four year s, and wrot e enth
usia stically of the "stri king prog ress" being made by that
"ind
efa tigab le, invin ci ble man, Pres iden t Ngo Dinh Diem
.
11
Artic
les __
in Busi ness Week and the Wall Stre et Jour nal durin
g
the
summer of 1959 were simi larly optim istic over the
prog ress
in Sout h Vietn am. 113
Amid this symp hony of prais e for Diem and his gove
rnment from 1957 to 1959 , only an occa sion al disco rdan
t
note
was hear d. David Hotha m, a Brit ish corre spon dent
spen t three year s in Vietn am, expr essed alarm over, who had
the
s1 tua tion there .
In two artic le:3 in 195'7 , one in The
Repo rter and the othe r in The New Repu blic, he charg
ed that
repo rts of succ ess in Sout h Vietn am were "Wes tern
prop
agand a" and "tot ally untru e." He vJas conv inced that
:tHes tern
112. lIThe Toug h r/li rac Ie Man of Vietn am, II Life , 13
May
57, pp. 156- 176. lIThe Cour age of Ngo Dinh Die
m~
Cornrnonwea 1, 19 Apr 57, p .. 53. II Diem 's Achie veme n
t, I!

Amer Jca, 1 Feb 58, p. 501. Erne st K. Lind ley, "A
Frien d
Named Diem,11 News week , 20 May 57, p. 40. IIIndo.. Chin
Anot her Plac e Wher e Reds Are Losi ng, II US News and a:
Repo rt, 1 Mar 57, pp. 83-8 4. IIFor eign Aid Repai d,11vJorl d
::rime,
20 May 57, p. 25.
'
113.
NY Time s, 2, 4, 6, 11 and 12 Apr 59, 19 Tvlay 59.
,'.
Wall Stre et J'our na1, 16 Jun 59.' Erne st K. Lindl
e~, IrAn
Ally Wort h Havi ng, II News week , 29 Jun 59, p. 31.
Gain s Spur Red Terro r,!! Busi ness Week , 18 Jul 59, IV'ie tnam 's
pp. 56-5 8.
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policy in South Vietnam has gone completely off the rails,
and unless it is radically changed now, will utterly fail
in its main objectives. 1t ,He statedtE'at Diem was uot a
popular leader and he saw recent terrorist acts as tithe
red light from which the West should take warning." Bernard
Fall, writing in Nation in May 1958, also warned of a developing trend of terrorism in South Vietnam and of a steady
deterioration of the economy. , He concluded that, despite
generous ·financial and political support 'by the United
states, the Diem government was faced with growing insecurity
in the countryside and an economic crisis which threatened
to, wi'i:>e out most of the progr~ss already achieved .114
i

In 1959, a serie's' of articles" by Scripps-Howard writer,
Albert M. Colegrove alleged mismanagement of, and a lack of
direction in, the US aid program in Vietnam. These charges
resulted in hearings before a subcommittee of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, where Ambassador Durbrow,
Arthur Gardiner, Director of the US Operations Mission to
Vietnam, and MAAG Chief, Lieutenant General Samuel Williams,
all testified that the Colegrove allegations were either
false or distorted. 11 5

'.

In 1959, US policymakers shared the optimism over
Vietnam and its future that was being expressed in the press.
Ambassador Durbrow, in testimony before Congress, cited
numerous accomplishments wrought by the Diem regime with US
assistan~e.
In addition to citing the road constru~tion
program and alluding to the nation's economic progress, the
Ambassador contrasted the conditions in 1959 with those of
five years earlier. "I need hardly,. tell you," he began,
about the devastation and chaos that prevailed in
Vietnam when President Diem took over in 1954.
The Government controlled little more than the
main cities and a few of the roads. Communist
114. D3.vid Hotham, "South Vietnam-Shaky Bastion," The
New Republic, 25 November 1957, pp. 13-16. HQtham,
ilVietnam: Trouble in North, South, and, in Future,1t The
Reporter, 21 February 1957, pp. 36-38. 'Bernard B. Fall,
ilWill South Vietnam Be Next?," Nation, 31 May 1958, pp.
489-493.
115. Hearings, Situation in Vietnam, Subcom on state
Department Organization and Public Affairs of S. Foreign
Relations Com, 86th Cong, 1st sess.
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and arme d sects cont rolle d most .of 'the rest .
the oppo site p~evails.

Today~'

The Comm unists must hide out in the
deep fore $ts, from wher e they must carr yon
thei r spor adic raid s.
The 'Gove rnme nt is becom ing more and
more effe ctive in curb ing these terr oris t
acts . 116
As alrea dy noted~ the Secr etary of Defe nse appa rentl
y
agree d with Amb assad or Durbrow~ for a 1959 DOD repo
rt
to
the NSC on miJ:i tary .. a$sls tanc. e was lav'i sh in its prais
e of
the Vietn am Gove rnme nt:
Vietn am is now a goin g conc ern poli tica lly,
a pivo t of U.S. powe r and influ ence in Sout heas t
As~a and a dete rren t to Comm unist
aggr essio n in
Sout heas t Asia , an effe ctive exam ple of Amer ican
aid to a frien dly regim e, a symb ol throu ghou t
Asia of succ essfu l defia nce of a brut al Communi st thre at by an indig enou s nati onal istic
gove rnme nt. Havi ng aver ted almo st certa in disaste r a few year s ago, the U.S. now haa a valu able
and strat egic asse t in Sout heas t ASia . 11 7
As it turne d out, the prog ress was more appa rent than
real· . The optim ism prev ailin g in offi cial quar ters
at this
perio d was based too much on Gurf ace appe aran ces.
A
mere
ab~ence of cris is was not neces~ar
i1y a sign of heal th;
actu ally, it wa0 a prelu de to renew ed distu rban ces
c1' more
dang erous dime nsion s.
Even as US lead ers were cong ratul ating the GVN and
them selve s for a job well done , the Viet Cong were
ning to capi taliz e on the exte nsiv e prep arati ons andbegi ncare ful plan s they had made from 1957 to 1959 . Afte r
more
than
two year s of teari ng at the soci al, econ omic , and
poli tica l

Ilb. Ibid .

117. (S)

DOD, "Rep ort of Defe nse Dept to
2ta t us
of the ~'IAP as of 30 June 1959 , II 14 Aug 59, JIVIF NSC:
4060
(14 Aug 59).
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fabric of South Vietnam, Hanoi had appare"ntly decided that
it"was readV to overthrow the GVN and reunify North and
South Vietnam under communist: rule. At Tay Ninh in January
1.960, the Viet Cong successfully attacked a regular South
Vietnamese regimenta"l command post. The Tay Ninh attack
was an earnest of communist intentions and confirmation, in
effect, that a new war had begun; but it was a war whose
costs and consequences were and would remain unperceived
for some time.
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APPENDIX
THE EVOLUTION OF THE SOUTHEAST ASIA TREATY ORGANIZATION
The deteriorating French position in Indochina in early

1954 forced upon the United States consideration of a regional security arrangement for Southeast Asia. The basic US
. aim for this area was to contain communist expansion, and at
the beginning of 1954 NSC policy to implement this aim called
for every effort to prevent France from ending the war in
Indochina on terms inconsistent with US objectives. This
included attempts to 8t·iffen French resolve in Indochina as
well as continue.d.US military. assistance for French forces
fighting there. But the decision of the Berlin Foreign
Ministers meeting in February to include settlement of the
Indochina question in the Geneva discussions, together with
the early April decision by the US Government against direct
intervention in Indochina, made it highly improbable that
France would continue her military efforts.

•

r

!

In commenting for the National Security Council on ways
to improve the French position in Indochina, the Joint Chiefs
.of Staff recommended in January 1954 that the US Government
re-examine national strategy toward Indochina, with a view to
developing a collective effort in Southeast Asia to counter
communism on a regional basis. During February and March the
situation in Indochina grew more alarming. The Viet Minh
launched their assault on the exposed French position at
D1en Bien Phu during the night of 13-14 March, capturing two
Prench redoubt::: wi thin two dayn, and on }~ Anr11, the French
Government put forth a "frantic and belated1! request for US
intervention. l
The US decisiou to proceed with the formation of a
regional coalition in Southeast Asia was made during consideration of this appeal for cirect US intervention in Indochina.
The National Security Council met on 6 April to consider the

1. Unless otherwise stated all information in the
introductory section of this chapter·is from (TS) JCS Hist
Div, History of the Indochina Incident, 1940-1954.
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French reque~=:it. The Council, however, postponed a decision
::-::: L,··~tervention and' focused , instead, ana proposal for a
::;ou tl'>:.:as t Asian coalition. . T~~lt::{t;was some belief that the
:~:xiste:nce of such' an allia.nce vJould so· . str'engthen the West I s
posi '~ion at the forthcoming Ge!leva Conference that intervention would become unnecess,.,.-cy. It was also believed
~hat, even should Indochina be lost to the free world, a
coali ti.on would incr~ase the !:If)li tical strength of the other
noncommunist nations in Southc~stAsia. In the end, the
Council directed US efforts pr'Lor to Geneva toward organizing
an alliance composed ini tiall:v- of ten nations--the Uni ted
Kingdom, France, Vietnam, Carr..~]()dia, Laos, Australia, New
Zealand" Thailand, the PhiliPl)tnes, and the United states.
Joint Chiefs of Staff sup~ort of triis position was
evident in their views concerning US policy toward the Far
East submitted· to the Secretary of befense on 9 April 1954.
They advised the Secretary that US policy should be directed
toward developing the "purpose and capabilitylf of the noncommunist countries of the Fa,,. East to act collectively in
opposing comJnunism wi th the "eventual" establishment of a
comprehensive regional securi·ty arrangement among these
noncommunist countries in association wi~hthe United Sta·tes,
the United Kingdom, and possibly France.
'.

..

The United states immediately sounded out its major
allies to see if they would be willing to participate in an
alliance as envisioned by the National Security Council .
Secretary'Dulles flew to Europe, conferring first with
British Foreign Secretary Edeti and. then French Foreign
Mtnister Bidault. Secretaries Dulles and Eden agreed that
their two countries were "ready to take part, wi th the other
countr:Le s principally cuncerned, in an examination of the
possibility of establishing a collective defense, within
the framework of the Charter of the United Nations, to assure
peace, security and freedom of Southeast Asia and the Western
Pacific.!! Secretary Dulles obtained a similar commitment
from Foreign Minister Bidault. 3
2. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, IIUnited States strategy for
Developing a Position of Military Strength in the Far Ea.st
(NSC Action No. l029-B)?1! 9 Apr 54 (derived from JCS 1776/452),
CCS 383.21 Korea (3-19-45) sec 150.
3. JoInt statements, SecState Dulles and Foreign Secretary
Eden, 13 Apr 54; SecState Dulles and Foreign Minister Bidault,
14 Apr 54; reproduced in Dept of State Bulletin, 26 Apr 54,
pp. 622-623.
"~"e.,......,,~
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The Secr etary of state retur ned to Wash ingto n'
that the loss of Sout heas t Asia could be preve r..ted conv inced
"if the
free natio ns havin g vita l inte rests in the area
are unite d
in a dete rmin ation to pres erve peac e and freed om
But, scarc ely had Mr. Dull es arriv ed home , when in the area ."
Brit ain
hedg ed on her agree ment , claim ing that Comm onwe
alth poli tics
dicta ted the chan ge in polic y. The Colom bo Powe
rs, inclu ding
Comm onwe alth memb ers Indi a, Paki stan, and Ceyl on,
sched uled to meet on 26 Apri l, and Mr. Eden subs were
expla ined that it woul d be "mos t unde sirab le" foreque ntly
give any publ ic indi catio n of mem bersh ip in a progrBrit ain to
colle ctive actio n unti l the concl~sion of the Colomam for
ence . In addi tion , Mr. 'Eden felt· that estab lishm bo Conf erwork ing group -'tif th~ t~ri-nation~, ~ot inclu ding ent of a
the three
Asia n Comm onwe alth mem bers, woul d prod uce criti
cism whic h
woul d be "mos t unhe lpful " at Gene va. 4 The Brit
ish
ponem ent of any cons idera tion of a Sout heas t Asia post n coal ition
unti l the conc lusio n of the Colom bo OQnf erenc e
dashe d any
chan ce for the estab lishm ent of an allia nce prio
r to the
Gene va Conf erenc e.
Upon his retur n to Wash ingto n, afte r the firs
the Gene va Conf erenc e, Secr etary Dull es again raiset ,phas e of
d the
poss ibili ty of a Sout heas t Asia n allia nce. He
told a news
conf erenc e on 25 May that the US posi tion towa rd
colle ctive
secu rity in Sout heas t Asia had long been know n,
addin
g that
the Unite d Stat es was prep ared to part icip ate in
such an
arran geme nt unde r the term s of the Vand enbe rg Reso
June 1948 --i.e ., prog ressi ve deve lopm ent of regio lutio n of
arran geme nts for indiv idua l and colle ctive self- nal colle ctive
defe nse in
acCO rdaJ1C e with the purp oses , prin cipl es, and prOV
ision s cf'
the UN Char ter. The Unit ed Stat es was not prep
ared , Secr etary
Dull es said , to go to the defe nse of colonialis
~, but was
going to go to the defe nse of libe rty, indep ende
nce, and
freed om.
"He don' t go alon e, If he conc luded > "we go in wher
e
the othe r natio ns whic h have an impo rtant stake
in the area
recog nize the peri l as we do. 115 '
In June 1954, Prim e Min ister Chur chill and Fore
ign
Secr etary Eden trave led to Wash ingto n to meet with
Pres
iden t
Eisen howe r and Secr etary Dull es. ~he visi t resu
lted in a

4. State ment , Secs tate Dull es, 15 Apr 54, repro duce d in
Dept of Stat e Bull etin, 26 Apr 54, p. 623. (TS)
DULTE 3 to Actg SecS tate, 22 Apr 54; Gene va DULTMsgs , Pari s
Secs tate, 26 Apr 54; Stat e TEDUL 37 to Gene va, E 7 to Actg
6 Mar 54.
5. News Conf 'eren ce, SecS tate, 25 May 54, repro
duce d in
Dept of State Bull etin, L_Ju n 54, pp. 862- 863.
--~-.~,'~
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Briti.sh-US· agreement to',"press forward with plans for
,~oll-ective defense" in Southeast Asia regardless of the
outcome of the Geneva C'onference. Immediately after this
meeting the two governments established a Joint Study Group
on Southeast Asia in Washington. Under Secretary of State
Walter Bedell Smith headed the US membership, which included
OASD(ISA) representation .but none from the Joint Chiefs of
Staff .'6
This ~oint Study Group held six meetings during July
and worked out draft provisions of a collective defense
treaty for Southeast Asia. The conclusion of the Geneva
Conference, w-i th the· signing· of the -·Agreements on Vietnam,
Laos, and Cambodia on 20 July 1954, gave increased impetus
to the project.7 During the course of the Study Group meetings, there
was some disagreement between the two nations over membership of the proposed regional alliance, especially over the
role of the Colombo .Powers--India, Burma, Ceylon, Pakistan,
and Indonesia. British representatives believed that the
cooperation of these nations was indispensible. The
US Guvernment, on the other hand, insisted that, if the
treaty were made dependent upon the favorable attitude of
the Colombo nations, it would be delayed indefinitely. To
support its argument, the United States Government cited
the denunciations by both India and Indonesia of a proposed
treaty. Indian Prime Minister Nehru had, in fact, predicted
that such a treaty would reverse the conciliatory trend
of the Indochina settlement, adding that the proposed treaty
would give protection to countries that did not want it. In
the end, Pakistan alone among the Colombo nations agreed to
participate in a conference to negotiate a Southeast Asian
regional defense treaty.8

6. Joint Statement President Eisenhower and Prime Minister
Churchill, 28 Jun 54, reproduced in Dept of State Bulletin,
12 Jul 54, p. 49. (TS-GP 1) Robert J •. Watson, The History of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1953-1954, vol. V, pp. 487-488~
7. (TS) Report of the Jt US-UK Study Group on Southeast
Asia, 17 Jul 54, Att to JCS 1992/360, 22 Jul 54, CCS 091 Asia
(6-25- 48) sec 75.
8. Ibid. (S) Dept of state, SEAP Special 2, "Summary of
Meeting in Secretary's Office," 5 Aug 54; SEAP D-3 "UK
Invi tations to the Colombo Powers and Replies
.;' 6 Aug 54;
CCS 092 Asia (6-25-- 48 ) sec 77A. NY Times, 17 Aug 54, p. 3;
26 Aug 54, p. 1.
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~he Join t Chie fs of Staf f revie wed
and conc urred , on
13 Augu st 1954 , in the draf t trea ty pre~ared by
Joia t Stud y Grou p. -They cons idere d it 'sati sfac the US-UK
tory as a
poin t of depa rture " for nego tiati on with repr esen
tativ es of
the prob able init ial sign ator ies. They added
that the
deve lopm ents at Gene va and in Indo chin a incre ased
the
urgen cy for a comp rehen sive US polic y with resp
ect to the Far
East regio n as a whol e. Unti l the Unit ed State
s form ulate d
such an over all polic y, they said , it woul d be
"sev erely "
hand icapp ed in any nego tiati on of a colle ctive
defen se arran gement in Sout heas t Asia and the Sout hwes t Paci
fic. Befo re the
prov ision s of such a trea ty could be fina lly draft
ed~ the
Join t Chie fs of Staf f state d, the Unit ed State
s must ; make
"cer tain bas-i c -deci sions ." wi th resp ect to how
far it was
will ing to go, eith er in conc ert with certa in
nonc omm unist
natio ns of the Far East or unil ater ally , in oppo
sing
"fur ther Comm unist accr etion s" in this area . 9

In forw ardin g the JCS view s on the dra.f t treat
y to the
Depa rtmen t of Stat e, Secr etary of Defe nse Wils
on stres sed
that it shou ld be made clea r tha.t no US comm itmen
ts were
impl ied or inten ded to eqqip _and main tain indig
enou
s force s
or to deplo y US force s in such stren gth as to
prov ide for an
effe ctive defe nse of all the natio nal terri tory
of each
sign atory . Mili tary aid to the Sout heas t Asia
n pact memb ers
shou ld be conf ined , Secr etarY Wils on belie ved,
to that
nece ssary to perm it those natio ns to raise and
main tain the
mili tary force s nece ssary to ensu re inter nal
secu rity,
prov ide a reaso nabl y effe ctive defe nse agai nst
attem pted
inva sion s, and inst ill natio nal conf iden ce. 10
Thre e days late r, on 20 Augu st 1954 , the Pres
iden t __
appro ved a new US polic y towa rd the Far East
(NSC 5429/2)1~
_r-,espon~~:i_ve to the c.h&:nged situ,
ation resu lting from the GE:neva.
'-;onf ereDc e.
The new polic y inclu ded prov ision for nego tia.ti
on
of a Sout heas t Asia secu rity trea ty with the Unite
d Kingd om,
Aust ra.lia , New Zeal and, Fran ce, the Philippines_~
Thai land ,
and othe r appr opria te free Sout h and Sout heas t
Asia n coun tries
desi ring to part icip ate. The obje ctive s of such
a trea ty,
a.s ou tline d in NSC 5429 /2, were to:
comrn i t e2/::~h memb er to
r1act prom ptly to meet the comm on dang er" in the
even t of an

9. (TS) Memo, JCS to SeeD ef', I'Rep ort sf (Join t US-U K
Study Grou p of Sout heas t ASia, 1T 13 Aug 54 (deri
ved from JCS
1992 /375 ), CCS 092 Asia (6-25 -48) see 80.
10. (U) Ltr, SeeD ef to SecS tate, 17 Aug 54, Enel
to
JCS 1992 /382, same file, sec 81.
11. For deta iled cove rage of NSC 5429 /2, see Ch.
T
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armed attack on the treaty area; provide a possible legal
fer US attack on Gommunist China should it cornmi t
armed aggression endangering US "vital interest"; ensure
that, in such an ev~nt, other nations would be obligated
by the terms of the treaty to suppo.rt such US./ action; and
avoid limitation of US freedom to L3e nuclear weapons without involving a US commitment,for local defense or for
stationing US forces in Southeast Asia. 12

·0a.~-)is

Rep~esentatives of the United Kingdom, France, Australia,
New Zealand, and the United States together with those of
Pakistan, Thailand, and the Philippines--the only Asian
nations willing to join.a. Southeast Asian regional alliance-a.ssembled in Manila on 6 September to draft a treaty. Although precluded by the Geneva Agreements from participation
in military alliances, Cambodia, Laos, and South Vietnam
favored having the treaty accord them collective guarantees.-.
South Vietnam even requested permission to send observers to
Manila. While the United States supported-this request, the United
Kingdom and her Commonwealth partners, Australia, New Zealand,
and Pakistan, considered that it would be inconsistent with
the "understanding reached at Geneva, II and the Uni ted St·ates
acceded to their view. 1 3

A number of' issues remained to be resolved at Manila.
The United States desired to include Japan, Formosa, and
South Korea in the Southeast Asia Pact, if not at the Manila
Conference, then at a later date. The other parties to the
treaty had made clear their opposition before the conference
opened. New Zealand had pointed out that "if a contribution
to South East Asian defense were to be sought from Japan,
the reaction might well be damaging not only from the point
of view of the Colombo countries but also from that of the
Philippines, even assuming that public opinion in New Zealand
and Australia could be induced to swallow it." Japan had no

12.

sec 81.

(T~NSC

5429/2, 20 Aug 54, CCS 092 Asia (6-25- 48 )

13. Stebbins, The United States in World Affairs 1954,
t
pp. 257-258. (S) Msgs, State 750 to Saigon, 25 Aug 5:;
795, 27 Aug 54· 799, 27 Aug 54. (S) Msg,Manila SECTO 2 to
State, 2 Sep 54, DA IN 82471, ees 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec 82.
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regular military forces, and the United States a..1ready had
bilateral treaties with Japan and South Korea. New Zealand
saw no "overriding military need at this time to have
substantial Formosan or Korean forces in SEATO. 1114
The treaty, as finally drafted, did not bar eventual
admittance of Japan, Formosa, and South Korea, but any
attempt to incorporate them in the treaty area would encounter a number of built~in obstacles. The text of the
document de~imited a "trea.ty area" that excluded Korea,
Formosa, and Japan, and since unanimous consent of all
members was required to expand the trea.ty area, it appeared
unlikely that those goverriments could be included in the
fore seeable future .. l.~.- .
.
A major issue, both at the Manila Conference and in the
exchange of views preceding it, was the extent to which the
United States would commit military strength to the treaty
area. The answer to this question lay in the type of
organization that was decided upon. The United States advocated an organiza.tion similar to that created by the
Australia-New Zealand-United states (ANZUS) security pact.
In ANZUS, military representatives of each nation were
accredited to the political council to advise on military
matter?, to ma.ke recommendations to their respective Chiefs
of Staff, and to transmit to the council recommendations
approved by their respective Chiefs of Staff. The other
members of the conference wanted an elaborate permanent
orgariiza.tion patterned after NATO, wi th numerous commi ttees
of specialists to develop combined regional military plans.
This type of structure would give the smaller countries a
forum in which they could express their views a.t any time.
It VJould also bind their own military plans to those oi' the
Uni ted Sta.tes and corruni t the Uni ted States to specific
courses of action in the event of aggression; but specific
corroni tments were precisely what the United States vJished
to avoid.1 6

14. ( S /. Dept of state,. SEAP D-4, "New Zealand :v1emorand-a

6 Aug 54, same file, sec 77A.
15. (S) Memo, VADM A.C. Davi~, DepASD(ISA) to SecDef,
IIReport on the Manila Conference, II 14· 'Sep 54, same file, sec
82. (Hereafter cited as Report on the Manila Conference.)
(S) Msg, State UNN to OSD, 31 Aug 54, DA IN 81950, same file.
16. (S) Report of the Manila. Conference.· (TS) Ltr" SecDef
to SecState, 17 Aug 54, Encl to JCS 1992/383, 19 Aug 54,
CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec 81 .
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The NATO concept meant a combined command and staff,
wi th integrated na tion::::l [:rmies, . trained ano equipp·ed

through generous :US assistance, and deployedfo.r the defense
of member states. Such a massive organizati.on, 'besides
creating work for itself, would provide the treaty allies
with an organ for pressuring the United States to undertake
larger obligations than its global responsibilities permitted.
By requiring continuous collaboration, it would reduce; without compensating military advantage, US:freedommocBt"aalC1~nn
in the e~ployment of forces in the Far East. Moreover, it
would~give other countries 'of the treaty area power to veto
the type and scope of strategic plans evolved.17 The ~ATO
formula ,finally,_.. migD.t._c()I1c_~i vably.carry the United States
into a war Congress had not declared, a possibility that
would hardly improve the treaty's chance of ratification by
the Senate. No doubt, with the r~cent bitter controversy
over the Bricker Amendment lB fresh in his mind, Secretary of
State Dulles observed that "it would be extremely unfortunate
if Congressional debate were reopened regarding U.S. constitutional questions· involving the Executive and Legislative
branches~ which could well result if the NATO formula were
adopted. 19
The members of the conference were thoroughly acquainted
with the US viewpoint when the Manila meeting convened. Most
of the nations were apparently resigned to accepting an ANZUS
type of council that would meet periodically . . Australia,
nevertheless, made another attempt to moderale the US stand.
The Australian delegation introduced an amendment to empower
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17. (S) Memo, VADrJI Davis to JCS, "Southeast Asian
Collective Defense Organization," Encl to JCS 1992/361,
23 July 54, same file, sec 76. (s) Ltr, R.B. Anderson,
ActgSecDef to Robert Murphy, DepUSecState, 19 Aug 54, Encl
to JCS 1992/3B5, 21 Aug 54, same file, sec Bl.
lB. A constitutional amendment proposed by Senator
John Bricker of Ohio in the spring of 1953 to limit the
Executive Branchts treaty making powers. The proposed
amendment would have given Congress the "power to regulate
all Executive and other agreements" and required appropriate
legislation before a treaty became. l1 effective as internal
law. It In subsequent congressional debate, a number of
revisions were suggested, but the Senate rejected the
amendment and the various revisions in early 1954.
19. (S} Stat~ Dept, SEAP D-28ar. "UK Redraft of Article
IV,11 27 Aug 54, "CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec Bl.
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to e;~i.rJb.ltsh f'f~uch SUbL:;id:i ar'y [nach i.n(~ry ,'.1;', ma,Y
i)': n(!C'..~:;3ary to acbi.o vr. Lhe mllj ta.r,Y and
otile r oh,jc( 'j-, j \i('S ( I i '
th(~ 'l.'rea ty."
This prop osa.l , If arlop tecJ, woul d have r:nrnrr rLtU'd
the Unitp d stat~s Lo partt ctpc. iti()n :Ln perrrp
U1Pn t rnach' i tl(:>.ry ;Ifid
was there fore unac cepta ble to the Unite d state
s.
of delib era.t ion by the work ing grou p brou ght abou Seve ral days
t a comp romis e.
The Aust ralia ns agree d to dele te the refer ence
to "sub sidia ry
ma.ch inery " and subs titut e in its place the conc
ept of "con sultatio n." The Join t .Chie fs of Staf f, by cabl e,
appro ved this
comp r.omi se, and the fina l text state d that "The
coun cil shal l
prov ide for cons ultat ion with regar d to·m ilita
ry and any othe r
~lanning as the situa tion obta ining in
the treat y area may
from time to tirpe ... _r~quire.". This word ing was
stil l loose
enoug h to enco urage the Aust ralia ns to pers ist,
and hard ly two
week s afte r the Mani la Conf erenc e adjou rned they
bega n pres sing
the Unite d state s to deve lop proc edur es for "con
sulta tion. "20
CUlttl CtJ

Anot her issue that prove d almo st as divis ive deve
loped
over use, in the US draf t of the trea ty, of the
phra se
!'Com mulli st aggr essio n" to desc ribe the mena ce
the coal ition
was de3i~ned to comb at. All of the conf erees
recog nized that
the treat y was aimed at comm unism , but only the
US repre senta tives wish ed to say so in the docum ent itse lf.
The Brit ish
decla rc:d that "Com muni st age;r essio n" was not subj
ect to lega. l
de fini tlon and wa~~ "nee dless ly prov ocati .ve."
In add i ti.on , they
reare d that it woul d preju dice the chan ces of even
tuall y
indu cing the Colom bo Powe rs to (join .
Pakj_f.~tan back(~d the
Unite d Kingd om on this poin t.
But the Unit~d Stat es, want ing
to avoid treat y force s being draw n into loc:a l
conf licts ,
insis ted upon inclu sion of the phra se. At the
conf erenc e all
seven natio ns lined up agai nst the Unite d State
s on the issue .
The US dele gatio n none thele ss refus ed to sign
a treat y that
aid not recog nize comm unism as the enem y in Sout
heas c _~sia.
The rema ining dele gatio ns fina lly acce pted a comp
romis e
advan ced by Secr etary Dull e s.
!! Comm uni s t
aggre s sior:; : -v'l as
delet ed from the text of the trea ty, and for it
was s~bsti
tuted a.n llund ersta nding l! that US IIrec ogni tion
of
the effe ct
of aggr essio n .and armed attac k ll appl ied "only
to comm unist
aggr essio n. "21
Yet anot her prob lem, but one easi ly reso lved ,
~as the
prov ision of colle ctive secu rity guar antee s to
the form er
20. (S) Repo rt art the Mani la Conf erenc e. (S) Ms;s
, Mani la
SEATO 1 to OSD, 2 Sep 54, DA IN 8232 4; Mani la
SECTO 5 to state ,
3 Sep 54, DA IN 8259 2; DEF 9672 12 to Man ila, 3 Sep
5~.
Enel
to JCS 1992 /389, 3 Sep 54; ecs 092 Asia. (6-25-h;3~
sec: 32.
21. (S) Repo rt on the Ma.n ila Conf erenc e. (S) Dept
of
Stat e, SEAP D-13 /1, llUK Cabi net View s Re Arti cle
IV,
Sout
heas t
A s i a T rea ty ," 2 8 Aug 54, same f i 1 e, sec 82.
T? i
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SECAP

'I'he Tllrc:~nch del(~lr.1).tt()n, d(.:~tc.rmi_ned
1'0 r a.ecusln~ the Man:i.la powerfl or

\tioJating the Gen(~vL.l. Atr,rcement.:..i, Du€:~r,estec1 tha.t spec:Lfic
reference to 'the Associate.d states be omi 1. t(.!d Crom the text
of the document, proposing instead that the collective
protection, of' the, signatories be extended to Cambodia, Laos,
a.nd South Vietnam in a separate annex. The other delegations
~ccepted the French plan, and a protocol to this effect was
affixed to the final treaty.22
All of _.the memb. ers of' .tb~ conference agreed that economic
provisions had to be included in the treaty, mainly as an
inducement to the Colombo nations to join at a later date.
Of the members who would bear the burden of financing new
assistance programs--the United states, the United Kingdom,
France, and Australia--none appeared willing to make definite
commitments. They agreed merely to "coopera.te with one
another in the further development of economic measures. "23
With the various f,roblems successfully solved, the Manila.
Conference signed the 'Southeast Asia Collective Defense
~rreaty" (SEACDT) on 8 September 1954.
The eight signatory
nations declared that an attack upon one would be recognized
as danr:erouB to the peace and safety of' the others, and in
such an event, each agreed to "act to meet the common da.nger
in accordance with its constitutional processes." The
signing states pledged to maintain and develop their capacity
"to-resist armed attack and to prevent and counter subversive
activities directed from without." If the territory, sovereignty, or political independence of any member were threatened
"in any way other than by armed attack," the parties would
consult on the measures to be taken. The "treaty a.rea" was
defined as lithe general area of Southeast Asia, including also
the entire territories of the Asian Parties, and the general
area of the Southwest Pacific not including the Pa.cific area
north of 21 degrees 30 minutes north latitude." The SEACDT
provided for a council to consider ways of implementing the
22. ( S) Report on the Manila Conferen'ce.
23. (C) Dep~ of State, SEAP D-6, "UK Views on Economic
Measures for Southeast ASia, It 23 Aug 544- (S) SEAP D-6/1,
"Australian Memoire on SEATO," 23 Aug 5 ; (S) SEAP D-ll,
"French Proposals Re the Preamble and Article III," 26 Aug 54;
ecs 092 Asia (6-25-48) sec 81. (S) Report~on the Manila
Conference. (S) Dept of State, SEAP D-9, "U.S. Position on
Economic Cooperation," 26 Aug..54, state Dept files.
'jilL bEthEl
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treat y, and as noted abov e, an'ac comp anyin g p~ot
ocol
exten ded the treat y prov ision s relat ing to actio
n in cas~
of armc=d attac k or ()the r thre at to Camb odia, Laos
,
south ern half of Vietn am. In a sepa rate "Pac ific and the
Char ter,"
signe d on the saine day, the'p artie s proc laim ed
thei r intenti oll to resi st any attem pt Uto subv ert thei
r freed om or
to destr oy thei r sove reign ty or terr itor ial inte
grity " and
to eoop erate in econo mi.c, socia l:, and eultu ral.m
atter s. 24

I

.-

r

I

The vagu eness of the langu age cons titut ed the
real wea.k -·
ness of the trea ty. Spec ific actio n·to be taken
in any
given situa tion was not prec isely defin ed, and
it
ful that aggr essio n woul d be met with an imme diatewas doub tand uni ted resp6hse~- -- In --exp laini ng this defic ienc , deCi sive,
y to the
Secr etary of Defe nse, Vice Adm iral A. C." Davi s,
Depu ty
Assi stan t Secr etary of Defe nse (Inte rnat iona l
Secu rity Affa irs),
poin ted out that the Unit ed state s had tried at
Mani la to
attai n goal s that were not enti rely comp atibl e.
It had want ed
SEACDT to place the comm unist s on notic e that
futu re aggr essio n,
by what ever mean s, woul d evok e colle ctive coun
terac tion. The
mecha n"Lcs of the treat y had, ther efor e, .to be
such as to crea te
a f'e(~l Lng of true stren e;th and uni ty amon g the
part icipa ting
coun trien . Yet thi~~ 8nd had to -be atta. ined with
out r(~
strlc ting US freed om of actio n in Asia , with uut
oblig atlnl :,.thc
Uni ted State s to mj_l.L ta.ry aid progr ams beyon d
its capa bili ties,
and with out impin~ing upon US cons titut iona .l limi
tatio ns in a
mann er that migh t jeop ardiz e ratif icat ion in the
Sena te. 1'he
docum ent signe d on 8 Septe mber 1954 , thou ght Adm
was "in effe ct a reco ncili ation of these conf lictiiral Davi s,
and left Sout heas t Asia "no bett er prep ared than ng obje ctive s,"
befo re to cope
with comm unist aggr essio n."
Neve rthel ess, Adm iral Davi s emph asize d, the
seve ral impo rtant bene fits. It prov ided the nucl treat y had
eus for coordin ated defen se a.ga.i nst comm unism in Asia .
It inclu ded
featu res that migh t some day win over the neut
ralis t natio ns.
And at the same time , it expr essed econo mic and
poli tica l
prin ciple s that gave the asso ciati on a broa der
mean ing than
that encom passe d by its pure ly mili tary term s.
In the fina l
anal ysiS , SEACDT repre sente d more a psyc holo gica
l than a
mili tary asse t to the regio nal defen se of Sout
heas t Asia . 2 5
24. Text of SEACDT and Paci fic Char ter, repro duce
d in
Dept of state Bull etin, 20 Sep 54, pp. 393- 396.
25. (S) Repo rt on the Mani la Conf erenc e.
~i
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In the months following the Manila Conference, each
signatory nation reatified the T,r'eaty and deposited the
instruments of ratification at Manila. On 19 February 1955,
the Pact was declared, officially in force. To maintain the
momentum achieved at the Manila Conference, the signatories
had agreed on the desirability of getting on with organizational matters as quickly as possible. Article V of the
Treatj had called for 'the creation of a 'Council as the supreme
organ of ,the alliance. Subsequently, the members decided that
their foreign ministers should meet at Bangkok, Thailand, late
in Feb-mary 1955 to organize this Council and consider basic
questions that would determine the future form of the Treaty.
The most important question was that of devising methods
to carry out the military provisions of the Pact. For the
United States the answer to this question involved a fundamental tenet of its military policy in the Pacific and Far
East--retention of an uncommitted mobile striking,force to
meet military contingencies that might arise in the area.
A Military Concept for Southeast Asia
The United States, having assumed the leadership in
promoting the Southeast Asian alliance, found itself caught
between conflicting demands. If the members of the Pact,
especially the Asian members, were to partiCipate wholeheartedly'in collective defense measures, they had to be
~onvinced that the United States was prepared and determined
to ta.ke military a.ction in the case of an aggression in Southeast A:..;la.. Also, unlnss the communist rulers 01.' Chtna and
North Vietnam were equally convinced of the US a.hility a.nd
willingness to take such action, the primary goal of the
Treaty, to deter aggression, could not, probably, be achieved.
At the same time, however, US armed forces were strictly
limited by budgetary requirements, and the global responsibilities the United States had already assumed were badly
straining available forces. Officials of the United States
Government believed, therefore, that it was essential that US
forces in the Pacific and Far East not be tied down to specific
geographical commitments in Southeast ASi(i .. '
Underlining this conviction, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
on 8 October 1954 advised the Secretary of Defense that "the
requirement for U.S. freedom of action . . . had been intensified by the terms of the Southeast Asia Collective Defense
Treaty. U.S. commitments to Formosa, Japan and Korea, which
nations have been excluded from the treaty, make it imperative
"-"'--~""'-""'!!I:<~
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that .the Unit ed state s not be restr icted by rUf'C(
~ comm itment s in 'the . . . t!'ea ty area . If And the Secr
etary of
state , expl ainin g the Man ila Pact to the Pres iden
t on
2 Nove mber , state d that If the 'resp onsi bili ties
of the Uni ted
state s are so vcist and f'arfl ung that we belie ve
we woul d
serve best not by earm arkin g force s for part icul
ar
the Far East but by deve lopin g the dete rren t orfm area s of
obile
strik ing powe r plus strat egic ally place d reser ves."
26 This
gene ral prin ciple had often been stat~d by us
offi cial s. It
was well know n in the capi tals of the coun tries
allie d unde r
the Sout heas t Asia Pact , .and had been ,wid ely publ
icize d.

\

I

Early in Janu ary. 195.5, with the Bang kok meet ing
a.ppr oaching, the Secr 'etar y of state asked the Depa rtme
nt of Defe nse
to expl ain how the Unite d state s shou ld respo nd
to anot her.w ar
in Sout heas t Asia . Depu ty Secr etary of Defe nse
Ande rson
subm itted Secr etary Dull es' requ est to the Join
t Chief 's of
Staf f, and asked ·them to'rec omm end a "Con cept
and Plan s for
the Impl emen tatio n, if Nece ssary , of Arti cle IV,
1, of the
Mani la Pact ." This conc ept, he said , shou ld prov
ide for a
dete rren t to over t aggr essio n agai nst Sout heas
t Asia n coun tries
that the Unit ed Stat es could real istic ally apply
othe r SEATO powe rs woul d find acce ptab le enou gh and· that the
to 'warr ant
thei r supp ort. The dete rren t shou ld not only
demo nstra te
unmi staka bly US inte nt and capa city to infl ict
dama ge on the
aggr esso r, but shou ld be susc eptib le to appl icati
on throu gh
US mili tary actio n with at leas t token part icipa
tion by
othe r memb ers of the Pact . Appr opria te plan s
shou ld be
deve loped on the basi s that gene ral war woul d
not
a loca l conf lict unle ss the aggr esso r state chos resu lt from
e to wide n
host iliti es. Fina lly", Mr. Ande rson asked that
the conc ept be
work ed out unde r alter na.te assum ption s that use
of
weap ons woul d be perm i tted or tha.t thei r use !1e:a.n atom ic
not be
as sured . "27
The requ est for such a conc ept cause d serio us
olsag reement in the mili tary estab lishm ent, for the Serv
ices
could
not agree amon g them selve s on hqw bes.t to crea
te an effe ctive
dete rren t. The conf licti ng view s stemm ed i'rom
one basic

1-

26. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecD ef, "'Mi litary Cons ultat
ton unde r
the Sout heas t Asia Coll ectiv e Defe nse Trea ty,"
8
Oct 54 (deri ved
from JCS 1992 /400 ), 'CCS 092 Asia (6-25 -48) sec
84. (TS) Encl B
to JCS 1992 /446 ,3 Feb 55, ccs 092 Asia (6-25 -48)(
2)
27. (TS) Memo, DepS ecDe f to JCS, 6 Jan 55, Encl sec 4.
to JCS
1992 /433, 7 Jan 55, same file , sec 1 .
•
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issue: should the United States be prepared to enter any
renewed hostili tie's in Southeast Asia wi th all elements of
its armed forces, including ground troops, or should US
p~rticipation be limited only to naval and air actio'n?
The Services agreed that the conduct of US policy in
Southeast Asia·had not provided the foundation on which to
build a truly effective deterrent. Neither the communists
nor the signatories of the .Manila Pact had been given any
rea:;on to believe that the Uni ted States had the mean3 or
the inten~ion to block communist expansion into Southeast
Asia. -As a result, a deterrent could not be created unless
the, communists were confronted with "demonstrable certaintyU
that ei the'r overt aggressi~on o~r ind~igenous rebellion supported by China would trigger instant and effective counteraction by the United States.
The Chief of Staff, US Army, held that "demonstrable
certainty" of the capability and intent of the United States
to react to either direct or indirect aggression could not
be achieved without making specific military commitments to
the Treaty area. If either form of communist aggression were
to be countered, he reasoned,the enemy had to be defeated on
the ground in the area of attack. This meant US ground
troops fighting alongside armies of other Pact members on
the mainland of Southeast Asia, and supported by US air and
naval action against the attacking forces as well as against
supply lines in and from China. The Army position, therefore, was'that a balanced mobile striking force, composed of
land, air, and naval elements, ought to be positioned in the
Philippines and earmarked for Southeast Asia. If this force
failed to deter aggression" it could be employed in Southeast
Asia against aggressor forces.
Opposed to this posi tion, the Navy, Air Force, and Marine
Corps held that US participation in the event of war in Southeast Asia should be confined to air and naval action. In the
initial stage of hostilities, the US contribution at the
point of contact would be limited to that necessary to help
local forces. The principal US effort, however, would be
concentrated on air and naval action against facilities in
China used to support the aggressors. If.a. prolonged ,local
conflict developed, additional US forces, including ground
troops, might be deployed to the point of contact. But if
general war developed, emergency war plans would be put
into execution and the main effort shifted to those areas of
the world considered strategi~ally more important.

270

[

I
[
[

[

r,.

The ques tion was argue d at leng th amon g the
with each side acce pting some comp romis e of-th eir Serv ices,
posi tions in an attem pt to reach agre8 ment . The init ial
Join t
Chie fs of Staf f twice prov ided guid ance , and in the
end an
agree d posi tion was endo rsed on 11 Febr~ary.28
The conc ept appro ved by the Join t Chie fs of Staf f
rejec ted the Army posi tion that force s shou ld be
for Sout heas t Asia . The conc ept for appl icati on earm arked
of US
mili tary powe r unde r the Mani la Pact , said the Join
of Staf f, shou ld be to dete r or coun ter aggr essio t Chie fs
n
ready to reac t prom ptly with attack~:; "by the most by being
effe ctive
eOI!lh· i natio n 0(' US a.rmed force :, again
::;t the: mIlt tary powe r
of the aggr esso r." . 'rhey . expl ained thaI.
Lhe~c attac ks woul d
be launc hed agai nst targ ets wi.th in the aggr esso r
coun try,
but only agai nst mili tary obje ctive s dire ctly supp
aggr esso r actio n. Atom ic weap ons woul d be used on ortin g the
targ ets as well as on targ ets in the imme diate area these
of attac k.
If auth ority for such use were with held , the conc
ept
woul d
stil l rema in valid . But this deni al woul d prev ent
the
most
effe ctive empl oyme nt of US forc es, and as a. resu lt
requ
ire
larg er force s than the Unit ed Stat es migh t feel justi
fied
in
comm itting .

In addi tion to this cent ral thes is, the Join t Chie fs
of Staf f recom mend ed five subs idiar y cour ses of actio
(1) conti nued deve lopm ent of comb at-ef f'ect i ve ind:L n:
forc es, wi th thei r struc ture and train ing mu tuall y genou s
to deve lop loca l lead ersh ip a.nd pres tige, and wi th coor dina ted
·Lmproved
~apahilities to crea te a cohe sive
fl~htin~ for~e throu gh
integ ratio n of thei r oper ation s with adja cent incJj.
force :.; and with [~upp()rt by operat~Lons of forCF;~; of r~ennu:;
ot~·:er
Mani la Pac t membe rs; (2) encou ra.ge ment of othe r l'/iani
l8. Pac t
coun tries to maint8.i~J force s in read iness to coun
ter
aggr essio n; (3) disc ussio n, in gene ral term s,
mili tary plan s by the mili tary repr esen tativ es ofto unil ater al
to the exte nt nece ss&r y to insu re ma.ximum part. icj_pthe coun cil
oper ation by othe r memb er natio ns, but net to the stion and coexte nt that US
strat egic plan s or the avai labi li ty of US f'orce s
ment ing such plan s migh t be reve aled ; (4) perio dicfor impl evisi~s
by US force s into the area as demo nstra .tion s of inte
for join t and comb ined train ing exer cises ; (5) avai nt, and
labi lity
20. ( TS) JCS 1992 /422, 25 Jan 55; (TS)
Memo, CMC to
JCS, "Con cept and Plan s for the Impl emen tatio
n,
of Arti cle IV, 1" of the Mani la Pact ," 27 .Jan 55;if l'Jece ssar.y ,
same file,
sec 3.
(TS) JSPC 958/2 32/D -' 31 Jan 55; JCS 1992/1+46, 3 Feb
55; JSPC 958/2 34/D , 8 Feb 55; same file, sec 4.
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0f appropriate mechanisms for the employment of US forces in

support of friendly ihdigenous forces in the ·general

ar~a.29

Admiral-Radford,- brtefing the Secretary of State on the
concept, went into greater detail on what the Joint Chiefs
of Staff had in mind. If the Chinese attacked Southeast
Asia,.· he said, the US response would be chiefly against the
Chinese mainland. Land and: carrier based air forces would
strike air fields, supply depots., and communications lines.
in South China. To suppbrt:these operations, Chinese Nationalist troops, assisted by US air and naval units~ might
inv,ade'the mainland in the yicinity of the Formosa Straits,
or they might land on Hainah Island or the Straits, or the
Liuchow penihsula'~--·· -If- d-e-sirable;- anoth-er front could be
opened in Korea. Thus, the Chinese communists would find
themselves engaged on so many fronts close to home that their
effort in Southeast Asia would be seriously compromised. The
Admiral believed that the same strategy of air and naval
action against the enemy logistical complex would be equally
valid :if the Viet Minh instead of the Chinese communists
launched an invasion.
When Secretary Dulles mention'ed that the decision to
use nuclear weapons might be politically difficult to take,
Admiral Radford stated unequivocally that the concept was
predicated upon the selective use of such weapons. If
approval were withheld, the whole question of US involvement
would have to be reexamined; In fact, .unless nucl~ar .. weapons
were used, the United States probably could not cope with the
situation employing only the available forces.3 0
The International
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The position of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, that the
United States could not afford to sacrifice its freedom of
29. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, "Concept and Plans for the
Implementation, If Necessary, of Article IV, 1, of the Manila
Pact . " 11 Feb 55 (deri ved from JCS 1992/448), same file,
sec 4.
30. (TS) Memo for Record by RADM G.W. Anderson, "Concept
and Plans for the Implementation, If Necessary of Article
IV, 1, of the Manila Pact," 15 Feb 55.
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actio n in the Far East by comm itting force s to
SEATO, was
unpa latab le to the othe r memb ers of the Pact ,
espe ciall y to
the Asia ns.
The coun tries of Sout heas t Asia were natu rally
conc erned prim arily with thei r own reglon~ and
they
assu ranc e that they woul d be defen ded on the groun soug ht
d in Sout heast Asia .
Coun terac tion elsew here migh t win the war in the
long run, but this woul d be smal l cons olati on if
Sout heas t
Asia were over run in the mean time.
What they want ed, ther efore, were spec ific US comm itmen ts and a comb ined
plan ning
orga niza tion to tie US mili tary plan s secu rely
to those of
the othe r memb ers of the Pact .
They pers isted in
that the Unit ed State s woul d, in the end, enga ge the beli ef
its resou rces
ln a SEATO patte rned afte r NATO.
In fact , with in three week s
afte r the conclus~.Qn .. of the Mani la Conf erenc e,
Aust ralia
requ ested the view s of the Unite d State s on mili
tary mach inery
to be set up unde r the Pact .31
This was the cent ral issue when an Inte rnat iona
l Work ing
Grou p, comp osed of repr esen tativ es of the Mani
la powe rs, met
in Wash ingto n durin g Dece mber 1954 and Janu ary
for the SEATO conf erenc e to be held in Bang kok 1955 to prep are
in
Disc ussio ns soon assum ed a broa der frame work than Febr uary .
the Unit ed
State s had conte mpla ted, for the 'Asia n natio ns
want ed the
allia nce to esta blish perm anen t agen Cies , espe
ciall y mach inery
that woul d invo lve the Unite d Stat es in comb ined
mili tary
plan ning for the defen se of Sout heas t Asia .
The Phili ppin e repr esen tativ e was part icul arly
voca l in
expr essin g the Asian viewpoint~
He argu ed insi sten tly that
not only must genu ine stren gth be crea ted in the
Trea ty area ,
but that this stren gth must be man ifest .
He prop osed ,
repe ated ly, the orga niza tion of a stand ing milit
ay'y committee~
both tl) hand le mll1 tar-y affa irs conn ected with
the Pact and
to deal with antis ubve rsive acti vitie s.
The US Dele gate, Coun selor of the Depa rtmen t of
Stat e,
Doug las MacA rthur II, repli ed that the Unit ed
State s 1IJas
oppo sed to crea ting mach inery simp ly for the sake
of
mach inery .
The ANZUS form ula, with mili tary advi sers to the
memb ers of the coun cil meet ing peri odic ally, woul
d suff ice.
The Unite d state s was also oppo sed to draf ting
a dire ctive
that woul d in adva nce dict ate to the mili tary
advi sers any

31. (S) Memo, DepS ec Def to JCS, 4 Oct

1992 /399, 5 Oct
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any ()rganlzational machinery. This should be left to their
;')"!'''In deliberations.
The Philippine Mi1itary Adviser~ if he
dCRired, could propose permanent organization at the firs"'G
meeting of the military advisers. Mr. MacArthur eventually
WQn the support of the other delegates for this approach,
and the problem was deferred. As for antisubversive activi~ies, the United states felt that these should be the
responsibility of each national government I although the
members should assist each other unilaterally. Such assistance might, for example'- take the form of political action
and the exchange of information.32
The deep-rooted desire of the Asian members of SEATO for
permanent . 6rganizati-on- also--manifested itself in the economic
field.
Pakistan, strongly backed by Thailand and the Philippines, pointed out that membership in the Treaty, particularly
for the Asian members, would impose new strains on the
national economies; they proposed that a special section be
set up under the council to deal with this matter. The United
states, the United Kingdom, and Australia admitted the validity of this argument. They were reluctant, however, to approve
anything that might disturb such existing aid programs as the
Colombo Plan and the bilateral arrangements between the United
states and its Asian allies.33
Despite differences of opinion, the representatives to
the International Working Group reached agreement on a
number of. concrete recommendations to the Council. They
agreed on an agenda for the Bangkok Conference and on organization and procedures rf the SEATO Council. Probably more
important from the us viewpoint, they adopted the ANZUS

32. (C) Dept of state, Minutes of Mtg, !lManila Pact
Working Group," 28 Dec 54; Dept of state, Memo of Conversation, "Military Arrangements Under the Manila Pact," 6 Jan
55; ccs 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 1. (8) Dept of state,
Minutes of Mtg, "Manila Pact Working Group," 6 Jan 55; Dept
of State, MP(IWG)D-2/1, 6 Jan 55; MP(IWG)D-2b, 18 Jan 55;
Dept of State, Minutes of Mtg, "Manila Pact "Representatives,1T
13 Jan 55; Dept of state, MP(IWG )D-4/3, . 26. Jan 55, same file,
BP pt 1.
33. (S) Dept of state, MP(IWG)D-5, 21 Jan 55; (S) Dept of
state, Minutes of Mtg . "Manila Pact Representatives," 21 Jan
55; (C) 2 Feb 55; 4 Feb 55; same file.
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system of rnllltary advisers, although the As:Lan members
clearly hoped eventually to buttress the advIsers w1.th per'manent committees.
Sooner Or" later, the UnIted ;~taten wr.)uJd
have to meet this issue decisively.
The Bangkok Conference:

23-25 February 1955

The Working Group-had charted a course for the foreign
ministers to follow- at Bangkok, and the ministers' deliberations, for the most part, were concerned with the recommendations of the Working Group.
At Bangkok, SEATO began to
take shape. The supreme organ, as specified by the Treaty,
was to be the---Counci-l, - cGmposed ·of- the foreign ministers of
the signatory powers, or their repres~ntatives.
Because the
Council would normally meet only once a year, some means of
continuous coordination seemed necessary. The conferees
decided, therefore, upon a system of council representatives,
whose headquarters would be in Bangkok, and who would be supported by a permanent secretariat.
Directly subordinate to
the council representatives were three ad hoc subcommittees,
one tJ deal with economic matters, one to deal with information, culture, and labor, and a third to deal with countersubversion.
The military advisers to the council members,
who were not subordinated to the council Eepresentatives, were
left to work out their own organization. 3 I
,
Early In the conference., the Department of Defense
delegation sensed that the Asian representatives were preparing to bring pres sure on the Uni ted states for del'i(ii te
commitment of forces and a NATO type of military organization.
To check this pressure, the Defense representative advised the
Secretary of State both to take the initiative in proposing a
meeting of the military advisers during the Bangkok sessions,
and to make a forceful statement of US intentions concerning
the military aspects of the Treaty.
Secretary Dulles agreed.
During the first closed session, he outlined in detail for
the delegates the composition of US armed forces stationed
in the Pacific and Far East.
Emphasizing the interdependence
of Southeast Asia and other regions of the Far East, the

34. Dept of state Bulletin, 7 Mar 55, pp. 371-374. The
United States Ambassador to rrhailand was subsequently designated Council Representative in addition to his other duties.
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Secretary of state declared: "It 'is much better to have
mobile power which is capable of being used whenever circum;;tanc83 require it . . . than having the forceo committed, in
segrnpnts, to various areas." The Asian delegates apparently
f·:;~nd Secretary Dulles I stat~ment so compelling that they did
not try to force the issue.3?
The delegates also accepted the Secretary of state's
proposal that the mOilitary advisers meet in separate sessions.
The military advisers first meeting was held on 24 February
and deal t Omainly with organizational matters. The delegates
agree<::r°that the SEATO military organization would consist
of a group of staff planners and a military liaison group, in
addition to °the advi-sers-.-- o--The function of the staff planners
would be to meet in advance of the twice-yearly conferences
of the advisers to prepare agenda and formulate recommendations
on any subject their superiors wished to discuss. The military
liaison group was to be established in Bangkok as soon as
possible to "provide point of contact between military
advisers and between military advisers and the Council." Its
members would be military officers, normally Service attaches,
serving on the staffs of the council representatives.
$

The Philippine military adviser attempted to inject the
question of a "permanent planners group" into the discussions.
The other advisers, however, persuaded him that this was a
topic more properly suited to discussion by the staff planners. In the assignment of position papers for the first
staff planners conference, the Philippines were given responsibility for preparing an "Examination into methods of creating a possible future permanent organizational structure."
To demonstrate that the United States sincerely wanted
to implement the Manila Treaty as soon as possible, Admiral
Felix stump, who had been designated the US military adviser,
in addition to his duties as CINCPAC, took the initiative in
proposing an early meeting of the staff planners and military
advisers. The conferees agreed to schedule the first staff

35. (S) Msg, Bangkok SECTO 15 to State, 24 Feb 55,
CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 5.
(S) Memo, VADM Davis to
SecA, et al., "Department of Defense Contribution to and
Participation in the Bangkok Conference," 29 Mar 55, same
file, sec 6.
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planners meeting during April, to.be followed iU Mayor June
by the first meeting of the military advisers.3b'
Despite the atmosphere of cordiality and unanimity at
Bangkok, the Asi~ns still had reservations about the future
effectiveness of the Pact. Moreover, nations which were
opposed to SEATO were actively recruiting adherents and
gaining increased attention in Asia and other continents.
At the time of the Bangkok Conference, India's Prime·Minister
Nehru declared that the Southeast Asia Pact actually increased
rather than diminished tension and thereby lessened the
security of its members. The principal thesis of the neutralists was that the white man's colonialism, not communiom, was
the ch~ef en~my: ~ They __h.oped, . with this thesis, to challenge
SEATO, and the principle on which it was founded, at the
Afro-Asian conference, scheduled to be held in Bandung,
Indonesia, in April 1955.
.
The Bandung Conference:

18-24 April 1955

Western diplomats feared that Bandung would produce a
collection of platitudes easily interpreted as endorsement
of procummunist or neutralist principles, but their fears
were only partially realized. The delegates from twenty-nine
African and Asian countries represented every shade of political philosophy, but they had in common a fierce independence
directed as much against Asian as European domination. The
Indian Prime Minister assumed the role of leader of the '-conference a~d attempted forcefully, to persuade the delegates to
accept his views. When his efforts failed to gain a conoensus, Prime Minister Nehru betrayed anger. His failure
and his display of temper diminished his prestige and influ(;nce.
Shortly before Bandung, Prime Minister Nehru had charged
that the Manila Pact and the Bangkok Conference had "upset
any possibility of peace--as well as stability--in the Indochinese area." And during the conference, he asserted: "I

36. (S) Memo, VADM
Defense Contribution to
Confel'ence," 29 Mar 55,
to state, 24 Feb 55, DA

Davis to SecA, et al., 'I Department of
and Participation in the Bangkok
same file.
(S) Msg, Bangkok SECTO 29
IN 121333, same file, sec 5.
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'>lould consider it to be an intolerable humiliation for any
~~~La.n or African count.ry ·to degrade itself as a camp follower
·,)f' one side or the oth:er. II
In effect, Prime Minister Nehru
calling the Asian members of SEATO IIcamp followers." General
Carlos Romulo 9 of the Philippines, vtgorously dRfended thp.
Pact. Condemning IJstarry eyed visionaries dreaming Utopian
dreams,11 General Romulo gave a penetrating analYSis of the
nature of the communist threat. He then explained in detail
the provisions of the Southeast Asia Treaty, emphasizing its
nonaggres~ive character, and attempting point by point to
refute' Prime Minister Nehru's allegations.37
Even more effecti·ve-··from·- the, s·tandpoint of the West was
the denunciation of communism by Ceylon's Sir John Kotelawala.
Sir John, Prime Minister of an avowedly neutralist country
tha.t generally followed Prime Minister Nehru's lead in international politics, denounced the form of imperialism practiced
by the communists and called for the Afro-Asians to be equally
positive and unanimous in declaring their opposition to all
forms of colonialism.38
Together with pro-western speeches by Turkish and Iraqi
leaders, General Romulo and Prime Minister Kotelawala made
their influence felt in the final communique, and the west
fared much better than it had hoped. On the other hand,
Chou En-lai, Premier of Communist China., by his affability
and a.pparent willingness to compromise, had made a favorable
impressioh on Asians and Africans alike. Bandung created a
climate in which neutralism exerted stronger attraction than
ever for both the committed and uncommitted states. In so
doing, Bandung.had its effect on SEATO. The uncommitted states
were now less likely to join the Pact, and committed states
grew bolder in dema.nding,more substance to SEATO in return for
their continued participation.
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Setting Up Machinery
While the Asians and Africans were conferring at Bandung,
the SEATO staff planners convened at Baguio, in the Philippines,
to lay the groundwork fQ'r'- the meeting of m,ili tary advisers to

l.
I.

37. NY Times, 23 Apr 55, p. 2 •. Washington Post, 1 Apr 55.
(U) "General Carlos P ..Romulo' s Speech, II Encl 5 to (S" Memo,
ExecO, OCB to OCB, "Bari;dung Conference of April 1955, r 12 May
55, CCS 092 Asia (6-25~p8r {2) ,BP pt 1.
38. (S) trSp~ech on' Co'l,oniali sm by Sir John Kotelawala,
Prime Minister of. Ceylon, fI:Erte-:.i--6'L--r~emo, ExecO, OCB to OCB,'
trBandung Conference of April 19~?, II l~-<: May 55, same file.
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be held in Bangkok during thE: ·... ummer. The question of
permanent organization was st:...:..l a live issue. The Philippines, in fact, proposed that. i1. permanent mili tary working
body, headed by a chairman wi ~;J. a combined staff, be
organized immediately. The U~·l.i ted states , perceiving that
compromise was e'ssential if a." open spli t vias to be avoided,
·llat.~kcd a plan for cr..,eatl.nr~ a ~:~all permanent secretariat to
:;(~rvn as a clearinf~ hou:~(~ find '~ornmunicati.ons center :ror SEATO
lii.i:;l.tless.
Other, and mur(~ v:~ ~al, quc3tions ltlOllld, however,
be deal t wi th by ad hoc subcC"!'.'~i ttees; for example, strategic
8stimates relating to the der'-/i.Se of Southeast Asia against
overt and covert communist ag;::-ession, and problems such as
. logistics: communications, arh:i intelligence common to the
~-.
nations of the Trea.ty area.
;
....~--, ..........
--

.

--~-

Admiral Stump believed t; Ir2t the Uni ted Sta.tes, by agreeing to this arrangement, had -:cmporarily headed off any
determined insistence on a co",,"lined permanent planning group.
He asked the Joint Chiefs of ~~aff to authorize him to give
US approval to the secretaria~ when the advisers met in
Bangkck.
Al though the Chief .. ;' sta.ff, Army, prates ted tha t
the secretariat portended a larger and more authoritative
organization, the Joint Chiefs of Staff i~terpased no objections
tc the proposal. They made ·:;lea.r, however, that they would
n:)i: acree to the evolution of' this body into a sta.ndil:: G Group.
The IT,iJ.i tary adv:i.scrs, meeting a.t Bangkok 'Ln ()'0.1y, appY'\)ved the
i_~sta·ul:i. shment of' u small secreta.r:Lat tha.t would function under
th e au thori ty ()f' t.h e mi1i tary J:L a.i son f;·.roup .19
lJespite Admiral St·\::;.p's prediction that th(~ s(::c:retaTiEi~:
:~.3tisfy the; F.sia.n:.; f.'or thE time being, it beccme r:lOY(;
and more: evident t.hroug.h.out, the remainder of 1955 tha.t :·urther
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Thi: was true not only in the
:!'"':..li-.-.ary field, but in all ac;.ivities under the Pact.
.. ~ . ~jad demonstrated that :~J: Asians were wai ting for
;.. - l.!lited SlJates to prove i t'-' good intentions, and this
:nc~:.·.:;i'Lll wai ting was generally [eflected in the Southeast
A~ian press.
During a meetin.:: of the council representatives
~n August, the US member obsp.··.,ed tlA perceptible anxiety and
-····~'··::;~ration . • . concerning :~:e future development and
e~·r;..;l;t~ veness of SEACDT unlep~- substantial progress in Treaty
acti vi tie z can be a.chieved. tl/~'~'
'~~(')r::r

e mor

e

ha.nded manner in which the Un5 -,ed States was running it • . • .::
_ h e Philippines F-t-emed to have a treaty wi th
~ead·of' with the United States. Admiral Stump
labeled this report a gross exaggeration but one that nonetheless probably represented the ~hinking of at least a segment
of Philippine military leaderc;, Ever: Thailand, one of the
United Statesrstaunchest allies in the Far East, was apparently
feeling the attraction of neutralism. In November, the US
Embassy in Bangkok reported that any sign of reduced US support
of SEATO or the Thai defer:se program .,.10uld probably encourage
tbe Thai Government to develop an oper.ly neutralist position.
And Pakistan, dissatisfied with th~ ad hoc arrangements for
conducting tile business of the Treaty, made known its desire
for a Ularge-scale c~ntral SEATO organization at least on
the civilian side. u4 1.
i

'The Asian attitude
Th:.'

planner~
Del>artm(~r;t

sec

8.

b(~ca.me

quite evident at the second

held a.t Pf!arl Harbo!' in November.

conferr.n~e,

or Defense o·~<)eyve: a.~ the conference was
8spp.cially inipressed wi th the fact that the Asia.ns were losing
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inte rest in the Trea ty bec;~-;_~lf'O!-~hl~ U"ii ted state s
woul d not
"pro vide more defi nitiv e milit a.ry sUbs tance " to
SEATO. He
feare d th~t the Unit ed State s woul d have to asse
nt
conc ept, of a perm anen t star f (I/'oa .niza tion and poss to the
ible
part icipa tion in comb ined pla.:: ning. Othe rwis e,
the obje ctive s
soug ht by the Unit ed Stat es to prom oting the Pact
in the firs t
place could n9t be attained.~~
'The Depa rtme nt of state , ;.00, was be'gi nning
the Uni ted state s woul d have :~' make subs tanti al to see that
conc essio ns' <.'i
or w~tch 'SEATO fall. apar t.: A; an ANZUS Coun cil
Meet
held ain Wash ingto n in Septemb\-,j,~, Secr etary of state ing,
Dull es
had emph asize d the nece ssity ~:' findi ng mean s of
addin
g more:'·
"sub stanc e n to the treat y orgrl. lliza tion. He repe
ated
this
~
,
. view .. in-confer.ence.s--w-ith,-Admi::~c..l-·Radford and o'the
r Defe nse', -=-:.-,-~:-.------, ..
lead ers.' It was Secretary:Du~les' view that the
tunit y for the Unit ed Stat es t.nbr eath e life into best oppo r= .
SEATO lay
in the field of cbun tersu bver sion. 4 3
'
I

,i
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By Septe mber 1955 , it be.:.:une appa rent that the two
SEATO.
orga niza tions ' de signe d' to' cop~ wi th'''su .bve' rsion
in Sou theas t -~-- ~ ,-,
Asia were ' inef ficie nt and cOll~\.tsed. The sepa rate
civi l comm ittees deal ing with jubv ersio n had found mili tary and
mili tary and civi l aspe cts of :.~he prob lem so inter the
it only incre ased the conf usion to try to sepa raterelat ed that
them .
.
Almo st all of the SE..4.TO membe!.'·~:) favo red a merg er
of the
civi lian and mili tary committ~~s. The Phil ippin
Kingd om, and Aus trali a went e".?2n furth er. They es, the Unit ed
advo cated the;'
crea tion of a perm anen t ci vil-J !lili tary stand ing
group to
dire ct SEAT O's batt le agai nst comm uni'st subv ersio
n. The Unit ed
State s, in keep ing wi th i , unifo rm polic y on SEATO
mach inery ,
4c9
oppo sed a stand ing grou p. 4
4

42. (TS) Memo" DiX; OFMA to ASD( ISA), "Rep ort
Mili tary Staf f Pla.n ner's ' Conf erenc e, Pea.r l Harb on the SEATO
or, T.E. , 1-15
Nov 1955 , If 1 Dec 55, CCS 092 J\ s1a. (6-25~48) (2)
15 ~
43. (S) Dept of state , TAN- MC-l , 30 Sep 55, sec
CCS 3bl
(2-18 -51) sec 4. (S) JIC 579/7 5/D, 10 Nov 55, CCS
092 Asia
(6-25 -48) (2) sec 15.
44. (TS) Bagu io Staf f Plann~rs Repo~t. (TS) Bang kok
Mili tary Advi sers 'Repo rt. (TS) Rpt, Sout hea.s t Asia
Defe nse Trea ty, Milit a.ry Staff ' Plan ners Conf erenc Coll ectiv e
e, Milit a.ry
Anti -Sub versi on C'om mitte e, Ma.n ila, P.T ... , Sep 55,
092 Asia
~'
(6-25 -48) (2) BP pt 3. (TS) Msgs , CINCPAC to CNO,
09005
72
Sep
55; CINCPAC to JCS -' 12201 2Z Sep 55; same file, sec
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Memo, GEN G.B. Erski ne_, USMC, Di.r9 SpOp ns to pepS
e.cJe f
!'Mee ting of the Sou theas t. Asic., Coll ectiv e Dei'e n 5e
(SEACDT) Coun ter-S ubve rsion Commi t tee ~ If 3 Oct 55. Trea ty
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Phili ppin e Posi tion Pape r, MPSP G(E) (55) Baguio~
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and its a.ll1e:-; would be endangered, and th!;" funct.iurl3
of several other US agen6ies dealing with countersubversion
greatly complicated. Entrusting such functions to SEATO
might also jeopardize the division of responsibility for
intell~gence and espiQn~ge among the Departments of Defense,
Centra~ Intelligence Agency, and other agencies.
Therefore,
the~United States, while favoring an expanded countersubversive
effort and a unified civil-milita:ry approach, wished to confine
countersuJ:~vers:i..:'£_~_._a.ctivi ties to exchange of information through
a SEATO agency meeting ·perl'odica.llY. 45 Yet ,there obvi<?usly
existed a need to shore up Asian confidence in SEATO and to
increase its activity and efficiency.

-r

·~~tates

.....--~

On 17 October the Director of Central Intelligence~
Mr. Allen Dulles, circulated a proposal to the Secretaries of
sta.te and Defense and the Chairman, Joint Chi.ers of Staf~,
for converting the civilia.n corruni ttee to comba.t communt~)t
subver~lion into a permanent organization;; merging it wi th the
,military antisubversion corrunittee, and supporting it with a
permanent research center. Commenting on the CIA plan._ Admiral
stump advised the Chief of Naval Operations that the llformation of some sort of permanent SEATO staff orga.nization may
be inevitable.1t The United States, he, added, might have to
"yield'on this point or find itself in no position to refute
'paper tiger1 charges."46
IiMilitary Participation in Combatting Communist Subversion,"
in Baguio Staff Planners Report.
(TSl Msg, CINCPAC to CNO
090057Z 3ep 55, CCS 092 Asia (6-25- 48 (2) sec 12. (3) Msg,
JCS 988444 to CINCPAC, 13 Sep 55, same file. (C) Msg, Bangkok
1413 to State, 18 Nov 55 same file, sec 15.
45. (TS) Msg, JCS 988087 to CINCPAC, 7 Sep 55 (derived
from JCS 1992/478), same file, sec 11. (TS) Memo, Erskine to
Dep3ecDef, "Meeting of the Southeast Asia Collective Def'ense
Treaty (SEACDT) Counter-Subversion Committee," 3 Oct 55.
46. (TS) Ltr, DCI to CJCS, 17 Oct 55, Encl to JCS 1992/4~3,
a5 Oct 55, CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 14.
(TS) Memos,
Erskine to CJCS, 13 and 17 Oct 55, Encls A and B to JCS 1992/
~94, 25 Oct 55, same file.
(S) Msg, CINCPAC to 'CNO, 230211Z
Nov 55, same file, sec 15.
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In keep ing with the emer ging polic y of stren gthe ning
SEATO, the Join t Chie fs of St~.~f, altho ugh disag reein
the spec ifics of Mr. Alle n Dull es t prop osal, endo rsed g wi th
the
gene ral prin ciple . "The need for more subs tance to
SEATO
throu gh perm anen t staf f struc ture exten ds to all SEATO
act:i vitie s," they said .
A perm anen t executi~2 work ing grou p shou ld,
there fore , be estab lishe " unde r the Coun cil to
~e respo nsive to the nee~3 of both
the Coun cil'
. Repr esen tativ es' and the. 1":1.1i tary Advi sors. The
~evelopment now of a per"'. -i.nen t staf
f struc ture
for the coor dina tion of :~untersubversive
acti vitie s woul d prob ably be the firs t of a
-s.eri es ·o·f-·· propo sal-s- --for c~he-r· perm anen t orga niza tion. This could lead t~::, the piece meal deve lopment of perm anen t SEATO .:. ~aff struc ture that
woul d becom e unwi eldy ar.c cumb ersom e. It is
there fore , prefe -rabl e to \leve lop the perm anen t
struc ture at the top ini~ially~

~
\

I

. . . The Join t Chie fs of Staf f recom mend
that a high leve l exec utive work ing group with a
perm anen t secr etar iat be estab lishe d unde r the
Coun cil, outs ide the SEATO Comm ittee to Comb at
Comm unist Subv ersio n (GCC S), to coor dina te the
work of the tech nica l comm ittees in the figh t
agai nst Comm unist subv ersio n. 4 7
Conc urren tly, the Unlte d Stat es was also givin
cons tdera tion to relax ing its oppo sitio n to a perm g serio us
anen t
mili tary plan ning staf f. This prob lem, the Depa rtmen
State belie ved, woul d prob ably cbme to a head at the t of
next
c oun c i 1 me e tin g , ','! rrl. c.h wa. s to be he 1 d at K a. I' ach i,
1~~J est
Paki stan, tn Marc h 1956 . At the requ est of' the Depa
rtme nt
of state , Adm iral stump':;:J view s, both on a
perm anen t mili tary
staf f and a perm anen t coun cil, were soli.c i ted.

4'-,. ( TS) Memo:- J CS to SeeD ef, "Rec omm endat ions for
Broa denin g the Scop e of the SEATO Comm ittee on Coun
su b v e I' s ion," 20 Dec 55 (d 2 r i ve d fro m J- CS 1992 /507 ter), sam e
file, sec 17.
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Plthough he admitted the widespread Asian dissatisfaction
- '1 :,r, :3EATO, Admiral stump was not convir~~l.C that a permanent
i~ou.ncil and mili tary staf'f should be created for the time
being. In his .view, .reasons that had prompted the Uni ted
'States to cppose such an organization were still valid, and
the ad hoc arrangements were working satisfactorily. Nevertheless, CINCPAC believed that., if' 'political expediency
forc:ed a change .in the US position,: the permanent organization'
should. be developed within a framework acceptable to the
lIni.ted~tates.
He accordlngly proposed a plan that provided
for",,:evolutton of exist Lng ad hoc agenci.es irito permanent
~{~eiic.l.es.
However, thlu plan wa:; to .be e~p.cuted only if'
"poll t ical-- pressu-re:.; -made -i-to. nec8ssary-. !'4.~j

I
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r

r
r-

Passing these views on to the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
the Chief-· :of· Naval Operat1.ons endorsed CINCPAC' s recommendations, and enlarged upon the reasons why the United States
should not allow itself to become involved in a permanent
staff system. The Asian allies, Admi-ral Burke explained,
were themselves unable to commit forces to SEATO or to provide
competent personnel for high-level chairmanships. The Chief
of Naval Operations asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff to
approve CINCPAC's concept and recommend to the Secretary of
Defense that it be adopted as the US position in the event
that establishment of a permanent organization became a
matter of political necessity.49
The Chief of Staff, Army, ·disagreed; he believed that
Admiral Burke's proposal did not adequately reflect either
the current international political and psychologicai situation or the events that had taken place since the Joint
Chiefs of Staff formulated the basic US mili tary posi tion on .
SEATO in February 1955. He recommended, therefore, that the
problem be restudied with a view to revising the basic
position. The Joint Chief's of Staff concurred in General
Taylorts proposal.50
The Joint Chiefs of Staff again discussed the problem on
21 February 1956. From a strictly military viewpoint, they

48. ( S) Msg, CINCPAC to CNO, 0522l8z ,Jan 56, Encl B to
JCS 1992/519, 25 Jan 56, same rile, sec 19.
49. (S) JCS 1992/519, 25 Jan 56, same file.
50. (S) JCS 1992/525, 9 Feb 56, same file, sec 20.
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reasoned, their original conc~l,t governing US participation
in ~)EATO rema:Lncd valin. But, because of increasing pressure /" ....
exprted by Asian ullieEi .Cor a I_'f!rmanent pJarlld.nr: staff, the
Joint Chiefs of Staff' agreed ::llat their previous deci::..;ion
should be reversed. They sta"tcd:

t·
I

i

U.S. cormnitments el.:;(;where in the Pacific
still require that no U. ,'::. forces be earmarked
for' SEATO. While this f~, ~t prevents agreed
combined plans, it does :':'Jt prevent a small
.permanent SEATO. mili tary '::ltaff from participating
.4.n combined planning stuj·;_es where commi tments of
forces is not involved. ':::f a permanent SEATO
mili tary planning staff i '-i inevi table, the U. S .
might -gain__.by prop.osing :'. . ow the type of organization it desires and, t} !~reby, not only be able
to direct the development of the organization
along the lines desired t~t, also by this
positive approach, to add "substance" to SEATO.
The Joint Chiefs of Staff added, however, that "Inasmuch as
the requirement for a permanent organization stems from
political and psychologicalreasons?i the minimum possible
military effort should be expended. !
.

1

!.
i

The Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended to the Secretary
of Defense that, at the Council meeting in Karachi, the
United States suggest that the first steps be taken toward
settinG up a permanent planning staff by modifying existing
ad hoc machinery, and that the organizational concept drawn
up by Admiral Stump be adopted as the basis for any further
expansion. The Secretary of Defense approved these' recommendations, and Admiral Stump was authorized to implement them
at the Karachi Conference in March.51
At Karachi, once it was clear that the United states no
longer opposed the prinCiple of a. permanent planning organtzation, the Council promptly adopted it. Following the Council
meeting, the SEATO military advisers convened and drew up a
proposal for a permB..0ent planning structure. It provided for a
small logistical and operational planning staff functiontng
51. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDer, "Southeast A::5ia. Collective
Defense Treaty (SEATO) Sta.ff Organization, 21 Feb 56 (derived
from JCS 1992/528); (TS) N/H of JCS 1992/528, 29 Feb 56;
CCS 092 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 20.
TQ F~:Y:~LJvI\
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c;()nt; nuously under the d,irection of a chief of staff to the
li i.. ;'.'/ advi:3ers. The advisers themselv(~r~,' a!:.~ well as the
,',~;:;L':!i;'I: 1.8r-}IIIi.C.!:tl ;lll1)(~()mm:tttee!1 of' t.h(~ !i1.al'I' planners,

..:

,~. i

un an .'l.d h()(~ bH,:11 n.
rrli,!:: 1.n.I'I' 'Wa:', to 1)1~
(.)}'·gaJlJ6l~d and in upcrat tOll by th(~ tlme !.Ill! rni.l i 1.,'l..l'.y acivi
met in September 1956~52
.
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Acting on Admiral Stump's recorrunendation, the United
States· accepted the military advisers' proposals for' a
permanent planning staff, but agreement on the location of
and funding for the staff, as well as securing the necessary
offi'ce facili tie s, delayed' the ac tual e s tabli shment . Finally,
on 1 March 1957, the SEATO Military Planning Office (SMPO)
was established irfBangkd'k. '-- 'Brrg-adier-' GeneTal Alfredo'M.
Santos'of the Philippines he~ded the new SMPO, assisted by a
deputy, eight senior national planners representing the
member states, over a dozen other national planners, and a
military secretariat. Now, after 'nearly two years of effort,
the Asian members had secure.d the beginning. of a permanent
organi,zation for SEATO. 53
Wi.th the prospect of more structured planning, the
force commltmentn for SF.ATn i:l..{f.ain arose.' At
conferc~nccs in JUlie and r;cptember 1956, the: rn111tary advlr)(~rs
discussed the threat tu ~3EATO under condtLlons of global war
and the need for a strategic concept for this eventuality.
At the September meeting, they agreed that each adviser would
request, his government for political clearance to proceed with
such a s'tudy. This study would include a review of forces
available to SEATO, and on 12,September, the Chief of Naval
Operations alerted the Joint Chiefp of Staff that CINCPAC
qU8stlun oJ' TiS

52. Communique on the Meeting of the SEATO Council,
Karachi, 8 Mar 59, reproduced in Dept of State Bulletin, 19 Mar
56, pp. 447-449. (TS) Msg, CINCPAC to ASD(ISA), 21 Mar 56,
CCS 091 Asia (6-25-48) (2) sec 21.
53. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, IISoutheast Asia Collective
Defense Treaty (SEATO) Staff Organization," 4 Apr 56 (derived
from JCS 1992/534), same file, sec 22. (TS) Memo, ASD(ISA)
to CJCS fI same subj, same file, sec 23. Report by 'SecyGen of
SEATO, 'Development of SEATO in Its Third, Year II Mar 58,
'
reproduced in Dept of State Bulletin, 13 Mar 5~, pp. 509-516.
George Modelski (ed.), SEATO, Six Studies (1962), pp. 24-25.
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would require ~rhigh level pol,:'cy guidance" on the matter of
force commitments.54
After a review of the mat~er, ,the Joint Chiefs of Staff
recommended against any specific force commitments for SEATO,
advising the Secretary of Defc::llse on 16 November 1956 that:
The Uni ted States s; ·ould not duplicate the:
pa.t tern of NATO and i ts :;~. . gnificant standing
mili tary forces by earmar~:ing U. S. forces for
·Southeast Asia.' Instead: the United States
-~hould maintain mobile s~~iking power readIly
available for immediate I,)perations and" suff'i-'
cient, in concert wi th o:t~-!er nations,. to defeat!
overt Communi's-t"-lo'cal- ac;~:'~ession- in the SEATO
area.

t

The US Government adopted the JCS posi tion, and the Assistant'
Secretary of Defense (ISA) directed CINCPAC that, although
the US policy of making "Do, s~:'~cifJ.G f9rce. cgrnmi tments If to
SEATO remained in effect, he "i;.i;;.S authorized to reassure the
SEATO allies at. the next advisers'meeting of US support in
the event of overt communist aggression. This assurance,
the Assistant Secretary added, should be stated "in broad
terms of major U.S. forces deployed to the Western Pacific
and forces available to CINCPAC for contingency planning with
emphasis on the flexibility and mobility of these forces."55
The United States not only wished to avoid specific force
commitments to SEATO, but wanted to avoid a SEATO study of
(!,lobal "'.Jar altogether. On 9 Ja.nuary 1957, the Joint Chiefs
01' Staff informed the Se'c.retary (?f Defense that such a study
~,;
,
b 1 es as t 0
wa;., lmprac CJ_Ca...l
. J_::}'-'TeW 0 f" t'h
de many .
lmpO[)Oe:ca
~3 0 vie t
c~ a p a b i 1 j_ t j __ E: .:.--; ."_; n :~ c.·x; r f:i e S 0 f
a c: t ion an d plan G an d
ca.pabili ties of othe:.c :L1':-.~~~rnationa.l defense ().rganiza.tions
such a.s NATO. !I They rf':cognized, however, tha.t refusal ''cJ)
•

J'

•

".

54. (TS) Msgs, CINCPAC to CNG, 0610052 Sep 56 and 152006z

Asia (6~25-48) (?) sec 26.
(TS) JCS 1992/567,
file, BP pt 6.
55. (U) Memo, JCS t.o SeeDef, tlU.S. Force Commitments to
the SEATO ~ II 16 Nov 56 ( derived from 'JCS' 1992/576), same f:1.1e,
2".111
(TO)
Memo , -~,A,QD(IC"\
ry...,-,....,S
"'rune "'lb",
l.r• .:
,Q.
u
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'--- ,Hi\;'c')'[ 56_,
N/H of deS 1992/576, 0 Dec ~)b; \ 1:8) Msg., DEF 91li·526 'co
CIl'JCPAC" 5 Dec 56; sam(~ file, sec 28.
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17 Sep 56, same
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in such studies risked alienation of the Asian

.~I'r,:: ;L~;rlibers, and they recommended that the United States
,.\(.uid che study if it could be done without .seriously .under-

mir:i.ng the confidence. of' the Asian members. If' the Asian
members insisted on the study, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
would interfrose no objection provided that the study was
limited to tbroad general terms and that agreement could be
reached on assumptions regarding the effects' of Soviet
nuclear. weapons and on .plans and forces of free world nations
and defense organizations outside the treaty area. tr 56
The Office of the Secreta.ry of Defense and the Department of State_.apprD.ved ___th.e..J.CS._posi.t,iQXJ_ as a. last line .01'
resistence, but hoped to convince the other SEATO members
that uplanning for a war limited to the treaty area would be
adequate for defense in a global war. 11 Such a course of
action, they believed, would appear "a diplomatic means of
disposing of this studyTl while still affording fta route for
graceful retirement should the Asian members indicate strongly
held opposition.tf The State-OSD approach proved successful.
At their next meeting in March 1957, the military advisers
decided that "our military studies for limited war will be
adaptable for global considerations,rt since "the residual
threat to the mainland of Southea.st Asia in a global war
would be no greater, and may be less, than in limited war. u 57
In late 1958, the matter of US force commitments for
SEATO again arose. At a September 1958'conference, the SEATO
military advisers agreed that, for the preparation of outline
plans for the introduction of a SEATO force into threatened
area.s, member nations should agree-'to base plans on the
assumption of an initial requirement for one brigade group
or regimental combat team with appropriate naval and air
support. They also decided to forward to the SMPO estimates
of their forces Itwhich might be available for inclusion in a
56. (TS) Memo, JCS to SecDef, ttproposed SEATO Planning
study Regarding a strategiC Concept for Defense of Treaty Areas
under Conditions of Global War, ". 9 Jan 57 (derived from JCS
1992/586), same file, sec 29.
..
.
.
57. (TS) Ltr, ASD(ISA) to AsstSecstate, FEA, 4 Feb 57,
Encl to JCS 1992/590, 6 Feb 57, same file, sec 30. (TS-GP 1)
JCS Hist Div, The Joint Chiefs of Staff and National Policy,.
1957-1960, p. lIb.
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the continutng struggle against Communist· subv'ersion
j ti f~ou theast Asia, general tranquilli ty has- re'turned
Lll
U}(! area.
Qltiel. (~ond.Ltion8 hav(~ py·evn.iled, a.nd the
:..~ 0 u t! l <:! a;..: t A s .L al j n a Ltun s, r c 11 e v f~ d () I.' U 1(! ttl rea t ( d.'
imminent Communl:~'L Invafjion, have b(~(~n able to make

appreciable progress in programs for social and
economic betterment.
Wi th no armed forces of its own and no peace-'
t tme -~ili tary headqu-arters, SEATO relies upon the;
mobile striking forces of its members for its defense.
Ye-t SEATO's mere existence has served as an effective
deterrent. 59
!

r

In a similar vein, C. Douglas Dillon, Under Secretary
of state, pro~dly pointed out to the SEATO Council in April
1959:
The true measure of SEATO's worth "is the
simple fact that since we joined to create its
protective shield there has been no Communist
aggression against the treaty area. The Nations
of Southeast Asia have thus been freed to devote
their primary efforts to the development of their
national well-being. When we recall the difficult
and unpromts:ine: situation in Southeast Asia. at the
time of SEATO's birth, the significance of this
accomplishment becomes apparent. 60
.

.---~.--

. -_. b
I

In 1957, the United States had reluctantly acceded ·to
pressure by the Asian members for a more defined SEATO
structure, agreeing to the creation of a permanent planning
staff (SMPO). During the next two years, the mili tary
advisers and SMPO worked on plans for contingencies such as:
the defense of Southeast Asia, including East Pakistan,
against a Chinese communist-Viet Cong atta.ck; overt communist

59. "What S.EATO Means to the United States," an address
by G. Frederick Reinhardt, Counselor~ Dept of State, before
Int'l Relations Club, U. of S.C., 5 Mar 59, reproduced in
Dept of State Bulletin, 23 Mar 59, pp. 395-398.
60. Address, USecState C. Douglas Dilion, before 5th
SEATO Council, Wellington, New Zealand, 8 Apr 59, reproduced
in ibid., 27 Apr 59, pp. 602-604.
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SEATO force,lI and to consider the issue further at their
- next meeting in April 1959.
As a result, on 1 Februa~y 19~~, CINCPAC requested US
positions on SEATO force avail:ibilities and command relations
for the forthcoming military ~dvisers- conference. With regard
to force availabilities, CINC~\C proposed that the United
states l:Lmit the [~i_ze of basi,' forces esti_mated to be available and include no major' sup~Jrting forces in the US estimate.
E0t:Lmates of available US for('(~s for inclusion in a SEATO
fo-rce, CINCPAC sugges ted, Gho~lld not exceed:
(1) one Marine
TIL'll or Army BCT; (2) BLT/BCT ! __;_f't and/or logistic support- as
"'required; (3) USAF composite ::.,-:"r lift squadron; (4) cornmuhi- cations detachment; (5) techn-;_ cal and advisory personnel a.s
requi-red. --The- -Joint --8hiefs -o~ -Staff endorsed the CINCPAC:
proposal and it was adopted a::.: the US position, with the
provision that Ifa SEATO force 8-ssembled to counter Communist
insurgency would be as broadlv representative of the member
nations as possible and that ';. S. participation would be
kept to the minimum required ~ .~/ circumstances . . . .1158

-I

SEATO's Accomplishments and Failures

-~~
\
t

In August 1959, SEATO marked its fifth anniversary.
In
promoting the SEACDT a.fter the Geneva settlement of 1954,
the United States had sought a means of checking communist
expan!:.;ion and aggrc.s.:Jion in Southeast Asia, and durinG the
period 1955-1959, r.o further territory fell under communist
corltrol.
It is j mpossible to determine the role of SEATO
in that accomplishment, but in 1959 US officials chose to
in t e r pre t i t a s a. sign i f i c an ton e . De p a. r tme n t 0 f S t 3.- t e
Counselor G. Frederj(;k Reinhardt voiced ttis view in early

1959:
SEATO has ~LnT~c:t~:'upted the Communists f Hll.l::.. ts...ry
march in the Fa~ E~st. Alttough the organizat~on,
unlike NATO, has no cc~bat forces assigned to it,
it had brought confidence to its members and despite

58. ( S) Msg, CINCPAC to (TCS 010202Z ?eb 59; (S) JCS
1992/702, 13 Mar 59; (S) JCSM-I03-59 to SeeDef, 23 Mar 59
(derived from 1992/702); (8) Memo, ASD(ISA) to CJCS~ 7 Apr
59 -' NIH of .JCS 1992/702 _~ 9 f\pr 59; (S) Msg, .-res 957702 to CINCPAC, (3 Apr 59; JMF =)060 (20 Mar 59).
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aggression against the Philipl)ines; military measures to
counter communist insurgency; and the establishment of a
SEATO ~'orce to assist the Royal Government of Laos in
combatting communist insurger,.,.y. 61
Beginning in 1956, SEATG initiated a series of yearly
military training exercises. r~he first of these, Exercise
FIRMLINK held in February 195~~ was a ground-air exercise
including the forces of all t.:-..=: members except France and
Pakistan. During the rJext se~leral years,. the SEATO mili tary
exer~ises fell into ·three cal~~orie~:
ground-air exercises
in .Th'a.iland designed to prove ond test the capaci ty of Pact
members to aid Thailand 'in tr~"-' event of an invasion from the
north; combined a.mphibious or'~~ ,:'ations between the United
States-·-and the--o-ther'members -~~-:-the'-Treaty area;· and annu-al ---..:.~
naval exercises in the triangJA between Singapore, Manila,
and Bangkok to standardiz~ procedures and develop cooperationfor emergency conditions. b2
.
_.

.. r

- Although SEATO supporteI'.~ in 1959 could point wi th pride
to the absence of further cOITu.,ilnist" advances 'during the fiveyears of the treaty's exister-~e, the SEATO deterrence may, in
fac t, have influenced the conlJfl'lni st s to a.bandon ou tright
aggression for their alternate weapon of subversion,' and
SEATO's record in the area of 3ntisubversion was not impressive.
The United States, the United Kingdom, the Philippines, and
Australia helped other states in training police officers and
intelligence specialists and ~~mbers exchanged information
about subversive activities. -:::n November 1957, SEATO sponsored
a seminar on countering subve ··sion .. Philippine President
Carlos Garcia opened the meeting in Manila and attendees
included officials, educators, p~blicists, trade union leaders,
various other representatives fiom the eight member states
(including Admiral Radford), and three observers from South
Vietnam. The main purposes of the seminar were directed
toward focusing pubJ.ic c'pini:)n on the nature and extent of
communist subversioll 8.~ld a.ssisting in the general SEATO effort
to expose and counter ,::ommunist attempts to extend their
influence in the T rea.ty ::;.2. ea. Bu t SEATO 1 S principa.l efforts
n

61. SEATO Report, "Development of SEATO in Its Third Year,lI
Mar 58, reproduced in Dept of State. Bulle tin, 24 Mar 58, pp.
509-516. (TS-GP 1) JCS Hist Div, The Joint Chief's of Staff and
National Policy, 1957-1960, pp. 161-162.
62. Modelski.,. SEAT:'"); Six Studies, pp. 40-41. (U) SEATO
Pub. 3653P-12, SEATO Military Exercises, pp. 3-16. (U) SEATO
Pub. 3653P-22, SEATO Record of Pr0gress~ 1958~59, p. s.
......-;;r.::-.
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tu counter subversion were restricted to exchan~es of
lnformation, and the occa.~;ion of a. SEATO j.ntp.rvention in
!·,ij.(~ a'Ld of a government threatened by commurlist revolu Lion,
ini.ti.ally thou{!,ht by .som(3 observers to ue the most l:Lkely
'i'orm of SFA'I'O actIon 1.n the Treaty arpa., dld not OCCU 1'.63
'l'he Southeast Asia C()lle~tive De1'enseTreaty pruvided
for consultation among the member:s in case of. emergencies,
but SEATO consultation. in the per:iod 1955 through 1959 was
primari-1.y limited to annual Council meetings, which did not
include issues of national policy:. SEATO consultation was
not used in the Formosan offshore: crises of 1955 and 1958,
the 1957 settlement in-Laos~ the. -.troubles on the Burmese
border, or the Indonesian rebellion of 1958. SEATO ambassadors did meet several times in 1959 on the Laotian
si tuation, culminating in an extraordina.ry Council meeting
in WaShington in September 1959. This· meeting produced a
pledge by the members to abide by their tttreaty obligations"
and to follow closely lIany developments threatening the
peace a!)d stability of the treaty area," but no substantive
action. b4
The SEACDT atso included provision for mutual self!lelp in economic development, but SEATO activi ties in this
area were modest during the first five years. Australia,
alone, instituted a small SEATO-label aid project to
strengthen the defense forces of the Asian members with
supplies of noncombat material, and there were a handful
of small SEATO aid programs concerned with technical training
and assistance. SEATO failed to develop an economic aid
program largely because the members who would have had to
bear the burden of funding such a program, particularly the
United States, preferred to channel their aid through bilateral programs. 6 5

63. Final Communique of SEATO Seminar on Countering
Communist Subversion, 29 Nov 57, reproduced in Dept of state
Bulletin, 23 Dec 57, p. 993. Modelski, SEATO, Six Studies,
p.
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64. Modelski, SEATO, Six Studies, pp. 28-29. SEATO Press
Release, Washington, 28 Sep 59, reproduced 'in Dept of state
Bulletin, 19 Oct 59, p. 565.
65. Modelski, SEATO, Six Studies, pp. 41-42. Richard P.
Stebbins, The United States in World Affairs, 1958, (1959),
pp.
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The econo mic prov ision s had been inclu ded
S~ACDT
in 1954 as an induc emen t to the Colombo natio ns in
t.o
join the"
:Trea ty, bu t thi s did not occu r. Nei ther did the SEATO
umb rella of prot. ectio n agai nst comm unist aggr essio n
any addi tiona l Asia n natio ns to acced e to the Trea ty,entic e
in
1959 the SEATO mem bersh ip rema ined the same as at the and
sign
ing
of the Mani la Trea ty in 1954, with Paki stan, the Phil
and Tha.i land bein g the only· Asia n natio ns repre sente ippin es,
d.
.
.
°J\lth ough avatl a.ble evide nce is not suf1' lc:te nt for
a
prec ise eval uatio n, SEATO may. have made an impo rta.n
t
cont
rlbu"ti on to" the peac e and stab! 11 ty of Sout heas t Asia
durin
g
the yeap. s .1955.... _througtL. . 1959 .. -Its crea tion inter natio
naliz ed
oppo sitio n to comm unist aggr essio n in the regio n,
and
SEATO's
exist ence was a facto r any pote ntial aggr esso r na.ti
on
had
to
cons id'er . In addi tion , SEATO accus tome d pote ntial
allie
s
of
a futur e war in Southe~st Asia to work ing toge
foste ring .
coop erati on in matt ers of logi stics , comm unicather,
tions
,
genc e, train ing, and plan ning . Even thoug h it stil intel li';"
much to be desi red, SEATO had. enha nced the. pros pect l left
s of a
common fron t agai nst comm unist aggr essio n in Sout heas
t Asia ,
at leas t, as view ed in the· cont ext of the perio d.
Its
esse ntia l weak ness, alrea dy perc eived by some , woul
d be
mani fest to the worl d only at a late r time , and
unde
r more
criti cal pres sure s and circu msta nces .
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