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This book gives us a masterly
political analysis of the war in Viet-
nam. It deals with the elements and
forces of the conflict, not as if they
were apocalyptic and millennial
events, but as political phenomena.
To read Lacouture after the official
and often journalistic literature which
we have had to date, is to pass from
the hysterical and biased to the
sensitive, informed and detached.

Jean Lacouture divides the recent
history of Vietnam into several
phases. The most important are: the
1944-45 war between the Viet Minh
nationalists and the French, which
ended with French defeat and the
Geneva Agreement splitting the
country along the 17th Parallel; the
uneasy truce between North and
South Vietnam from 1954 to roughly
1960; the civil war in South Vietnam
between the U.S. supported Saigon
regime and the North Vietnamese
supported National Liberation Front
between 1960 and 1964; the escala-
tion into an international war between
the United States of America and the
North Vietnam forces.

His analysis of these phases is
fascinating, detailed and penetrat-
ing. This is undoubtedly one of the
best and most important books to
appear on the controversial subject
of Vietnam.
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THE OPEN WOUND




With its strange silhouette of a starved sea horse, its chaotic
history, its ambiguous language, the seeming frailty of its
children, the resignation that seems to emanate from its damp
landscape, and despite the war that has crushed it for almost
twenty years, Vietnam lives. Thirty million people are tied to
the destiny of that ribbon of land attached to the enormous
belly of China like a funny little watch charm, wedged be-
tween the chain of the Annamite mountains, the Thai high-
land, and the Cambodian plateau; thirty million Vietnamese
who, between Lang Son and the Point of Ca Mau, ask for
their bow] of rice or the road to the next village in many quite
different languages.

Vivid, unstable, sensitive, imaginative, passionate, thin but
Strong, full of laughter and capable of unlimited attachment,
Impulsive and unconcerned, malleable, deceitful, vain, gener-
Ous, turbulent, most Vietnamese, even the Catholics and the
Buddhists among them, follow a religion of ancestor worship.

What better cement for national unity could there be than
this cult?
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Vietnam’s colonization—a decentralizing force for reasons
of local political necessity—intensified the strictly provincial
differences separating the South, where the Mekong and the
Bassac are among the richest rice lands in all of Asia, from
the Center, which is a simple strip of land yielded by the
mountain to the sea, and from the North, which is a circle of
mountain ranges rising toward Laos, Burma, and China, sur-
rounding the overpopulated delta of the Red River.

The South was called Cochinchina. This province, wrested
two centuries earlier from the declining Khmers by the kings
of Hue, was turned by the French conquerors into an opulent
French colony, boasting an administration envied by con-
tinental Asia, endowed with an ingenious system of rep-
resentation, agreeable to Europeans, and capable of export-
ing two million tons of.rice annually. And until 1925 it never
knew any but the most insignificant political problems.

The Center, cradle of its dynasties and rebellions, whose
string of coastal plains extends from Phan Thiet to Vinh, had
kept the old name of Annam; the Treaty of 1884, imposing
the status of protectorate upon it, had provided internal sov-
ereignty to an “emperor” residing at Hue and complete im-
punity to the mandarins.

Finally, in the North, there was Tonkin, also a so-called
protectorate despite the installation at Hanoi of central serv-
ices of the Government-General of Indochina, which was an
excellent marketplace at the gates of China. It was a cruel
land whose five million indefatigable peasants never quite
succeeded in wresting a subsistence from the narrow Delta
region. This country in the North was often forced to import
rice from Cochinchina (the great rice growers in Saigon used
to say: “Look at these Tonkin beggars we must feed.”), and

it exported to the plantations in the South workers recruited
by the representatives of the great companies. (This comple-
mentary character of the economies of the North and the
South is obviously one of the more powerful arguments in
favor of Vietnam’s unity. )
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These three Vietnamese “Kys,” divided by French coloniza-
tion into countries of different standing and welded to Cam-
bodia and Laos, which in their turn depended on Indian Asia
rather than on Chinese Asia, could not but obey the law of
natural attraction. “Indochina,” that composite product of
three Vietnamese provinces and the two kingdoms of Khmer
and Lao, was broken up by the war of 1945-1954; and upon
Vietnam, territorially unified in the struggle, an internal fron-
tier was imposed in 1954 that was based on competing ide-
ologies and global strategic imperatives.

While the Vietnamese territories had held together even at
the height of the struggle, national opinion was then split like
a torn flag. The physical partitioning complemented a spirit-
ual division. The role played in this -operation by French
politics cannot be denied. Anxious to deprive their adversary,
the communist Viet Minh, of the aid of Vietnamese nation-
alism, the French, side by side with the old anti-colonial
parties, nurtured and freed forces that eventually eluded their
control and that are now, regardless of their current tactics,
parties of the Vietnam which established itself against the
colonial order.

Because Vietnam is a border region between the Western
and the Sino-Soviet worlds, and because the latter knew how
to blend in with local revolts while the former retained its
power to act and its financial influence, the country passed
from colonial tutelage to total war. While India, Burma, and
Indonesia attained independence after a terrible but short
convulsion, Vietnam entered upon a cycle of wars that
threatened to lead it eventually into slavery despite the in-
credible vitality it demonstrated in the course of the action.

But what has made the solution of the Vietnamese problem
even more difficult than the solution of the Indian or Indo-
Dieslan crises is the progressive monopolization of nationalist
claims by communist organizations. This does not mean that
the Ma‘rxist leaders are not capable of wisdom or moderation;
Ho Chi Minh and his men proved differently when they signed
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with France two comparable agreements at Geneva, that of
March 6, 1946, and that of July 20, 1956. But as they belong
to a radically different world, conforming to particular rules
of political morality, and because they were aiming at objec-
tives fundamentally different from those of the opposite side,
they could not preserve for long the fiction of an agreement of
“coexistence,” and they cannot do it in the future except under
the pressure of superior necessity dictated by Soviet and Chi-
nese foreign policy.

Negotiating with Ho Chi Minh is different from negotiating
with Nehru or Sukarno. The former, regardless of his personal
powers, yields not only to the collective, but to innumerable
and invisible collectives: the Chinese, Kazakh, Czech, and
French as well as the Vietnamese. Facing Mountbatten,
Nehru was a free negotiator. To be sure, he depended on
Gandhi and the Congress. But what are conservative Hindu
bullets compared to the necessities that determine the course
of action of an Asian communist leader?

After failing to prevent a colonial war, the French govern-
ment tried to transform it into a civil war, hoping in this
fashion to shift its burdens and responsibilities; but in sub-
stituting one conflict for another, France was to discover an
endless amount of bitterness and complication. Finally, by
permitting the war that had first been colonial and then civil
to turn into an international conflict, Paris again hoped to be
able to ease its efforts, which had become intolerable. By
then, France had been fighting in Indochina for ten years.

Three Wars, Then One More

On March 9, 1945, the Japanese garrisons, stationed for
more than four years in Indochina, had thrown themselves
upon the French forces, catching them in a trap. Once in
command of the colonial administration machinery, they
ended in a few hours eighty years of white supremacy. The
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new occupier immediately proclaimed Vietnamese independ-
ence under Japanese colors and persecuted the former mas-
ters.

On August 6, 1945, the bomb dropped on Hiroshima
extinguished Japanese power in an instant; but if the defeat of
the white man in Indochina had seemed to mark the end of an
era, of a certain form of civilization, of a certain form of exist-
ence and behavior, the sudden collapse of Japan was con-
sidered a simple change in the power ratio, a strategic vicissi-
tude.

Nevertheless the colonizers were beaten, the conquerors
defeated, and the slate was clean. Which of the Vietnamese
revolutionary groups would profit? Better armed, led, and
organized, the communists took charge and succeeded. On
September 2, 1945, the popular government under Ho Chi
Minh proclaimed the Republic at Hanoi, reaffirming the inde-
pendence and unity of Vietnam, with Saigon and Hue also
claiming to be masters of revolutionary groups. Emperor Bao
Dai had abdicated on August 25. Everywhere the Viet Minh,
emerging from the Sino-Tonkinese highlands, had taken
power. .

On September 23 a few dozen tattered French soldiers (the
last remnants of the Eleventh Regiment of colonial infantry)
freed from Japanese prisons seized the public buildings in
Saigon that had been occupied during the last days of August
by the men of the Committee of Liberation of South Vietnam,
The latter considered 1945 to be Year One of the new era.
The French, of course, believed that the hour had come to re-
establish their sovereignty.

The war in Indochina began.

Or rather, it was the beginning of the first of three wars that
have blended one into the other during the last eight years—
a.c010nial expedition, a civil war, and an international con-
flict, suspended between 1954 and 1959, resumed in 1960
under the pressure of the United States on the one hand and
the Asian communists on the other.
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The colonial expedition—which began for all practical
purpose on September 23, 1945, and officially came to an end
on March 8, 1949, with the recognition of Vietnamese inde-
pendence by France—can itself be divided into three phases.
In the course of the first phase, between October 1945 and
March 1946, General Leclerc, at the head of some ten thou-
sand soldiers, made efforts to reéstablish French rule. His
methods were rough, but not of the kind to dishonor an army
and compromise the future. The proof is that on March 6 of
the same year General Leclerc signed with Ho Chi Minh,
President of the Hanoi government, an agreement yielding to
Vietnam its “freedom within the French union,” and to
France the right to maintain garrisons there for five years.

The second phase of the expedition was a sort of suspen-
sion of armed activity, with the French and Vietnamese for-
mally complying with the agreements. But the intention was
very clear on each side to interpret these agreements in such

a way as to eliminate the other. At Da Lat and Fontaine- 3

bleau negotiators faced each other without much conviction
and with profoundly divergent aims, and sabotage rapidly in-
creased at the local level, particularly after the two paragons
of political agreement, Leclerc and Ho Chi Minh, had left for
France. The break occurred on December 19, 1946, with the
Vietnamese taking the bloody initiative. But French respon-
sibility seems no less great; and communist historians are not
the only ones to consider November 20 of the preceding year,
when the French navy bombarded Haiphong, as the date of
the break.

From then on Ho Chi Minh and his men, having taken |
refuge in the Tonkinese Middle Region, conducted the war }
with increasing force and violence, while in France those who |
had been unable to foresee or prevent these events suddenly |
saw the abyss opening at their feet. But they could not bring |
themselves to make the immediate military effort called for by

their policy.

THE OPEN WOUND )

The war turned into a “civil war” when, two years later,
France officially gave the attributes and instruments of in-
dependence to Bao Dai and his men, and when, as a result, the
Viet Minh came to be considered to be fighting not just for
liberty but for another form of independence and government.
It was certainly easy for the latter to claim that the independ-
ence granted by France was a “trick” in spirit, and was being
progressively sabotaged in its application, and that they were
not fighting for liberation on the Chinese pattern but simply
for a more authentic independence than that which the
French parliament had given as a gift to Bao Dai.

The new Vietnam was recognized by more than thirty
nations, and that “phantom” state was supplied with all the
attributes of legality. The war conducted against it by the
majority of the people took on the character of a civil war.
But here we should not fall too easily into the trap of looking
only at the letter: though theoretically “rebel,” the Viet Minh
then comprised a majority of patriots and in the eyes of the
people—at least until the intervention of Communist China—
represented the spirit of resistance against all influence, or
rather all imperialism, from abroad.

The internationalization of the war occurred in two ways,
and at two different times; it actually began in the first days
of 1950, on the occasion of the arrival of Mao Tse-tung’s ad-
vance units at the Vietnamese frontier, and it developed fur-
ther on the occasion of General de Lattre de Tassigny’s trip to
Washington in September 1951. At that time official French
quarters defined their new war aims and had them accepted in
Washington; these aims had now become a “crusade” against
COI'nmunism, establishing Vietnam as the “barrier in Southeast
Asia.” From then on France presented itself as the sentinel of
‘t‘he “free world,” burdened with the tasks of preventing the

Red tide” from engulfing Southern Asia and of protecting
the new independence of Bao’s Vietnam.
But in 1954 there was Dien Bien Phu. France could no
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longer sustain the war effort without appealing for more men,
whom French public opinion refused to dispatch to Asia. On
May 7, 1954, the very day of the fall of Dien Bien Phu, there
began in Geneva a conference on Indochina, following in the
wake of the conference that had been dealing with the final
settlement of the Korean war, and assembling nine partici-
pants: France, Great Britain, the United States, the Soviet
Union, Red China, Cambodia, Laos, the Vietnam of Bao Dai,
and the Viet Minh of Ho Chi Minh. For a month the repre-
sentatives pretended to ignore each other, lost themselves in
formalities, and dragged their feet. Suddenly, on June 8, the
military delegation of Viet Minh offered to partition Vietnam,
accepting control over only about half the territory of which
the revolutionary forces were already controlling three quar-
ters. The West had set itself objectives of this kind but had
not dared hope to attain them.

For another six weeks debates continued on the demarca-
tion line, the guarantees, and the date of the referendum on
the reunification of the two parts of Vietnam. On June 17
Mendés-France, new head of the French government, applied
his direct style to the negotiations; he agreed to meet per-
sonally with the chief of the Chinese delegation, Chou En-lai,
and that of the Viet Minh, Pham Van Dong—which his pred-
ecessor, Georges Bidault, had refused to do. During the night
of July 2021 the negotiators arrived at what Mendés-France
had fixed as the ultimate limit of trading. This “ultimatum
addressed to himself” paid off. The communist delegates did
not want to see Mendeés-France replaced by another negotia-

tor, and the Soviets even hoped to turn an agreement with
him into a new policy of international détente, particularly §

with regard to Germany.
The principal clauses of the armistice agreement of July 21

concerning Vietnam were: (1) the provisional partitioning of §
the country at the 17th Parallel, giving the country in the §
North that was to be controlled by the conquerors of Dien
Bien Phu a population of close to fourteen million, as com- |
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pared to twelve million for the South; (2) the evacuation of
French forces from the North during the month of October;
(3) a ban on increasing any military matériel in either part of
the country; (4) the creation of an International Control
Commission composed of Indian, Canadian, and Polish dele-
gates, with the Indian delegates at the head; (5) the organiza-
tion of elections to assure unification of the country before
July 20, 1956. It was further understood that neither of the
two parties in Vietnam was authorized to make international
military alliances.

It is noteworthy that what has generally come to be called
“the Geneva Agreement of 1954” is in fact a series of armis-
tice agreements made by the French army representatives and
the Viet Minh delegates, comprising the clauses enumerated
above. Nothing else was signed, particularly not the final
declaration made at the conference. Saigon, which did not
hide its disagreement with the final declaration, and Wash-
ington, which showed some reserve on that score, therefore
had no reason to refuse to apply their signatures to it. They
did not consider themselves committed to these texts even
though Gen. Bedell Smith, chief of the American delegation,
had declared that his country would do nothing to prevent
their implementation.

But the Geneva Agreement, which the communist powers
accepted more or less as the ground rules for Indochinese
a'ffairs, even though they had deviated from their usual prac-
tice and had made major concessions by consenting to a terri-
torial withdrawal, was quickly darkened by a double shadow.
Fl.rst there was the shadow that fell across France and the
Ylet Minh, its negotiating partner at Geneva, which by mak-
Ing known its authority over the North became the framework
of the Vietnamese Democratic Republic’s regime. That
Shé.ldow resulted from a letter Mendes-France addressed to the
Saigon leaders the day after the negotiations, assuring them
that France would not recognize another trustee of Vietnam’s
Sovereignty. This ended any chance of political co-operation
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between Paris and Hanoi, and rendered hopeless Sainteny’s
mission to the North Vietnamese government, pushing the
latter into an isolation with no outlet except China and the
other socialist states.

The second shadow was cast on the day after Geneva: the
signing at Manila of the Southeast Asia Collective Defense
Treaty, creating SEATO, which welded the United States,
Great Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, the
Philippines, and Pakistan into a group. This clearly anti-
communist coalition could not but alert the Eastern powers,
showing them that if the West had arrived at an armistice at
Geneva, it still did not understand how to proceed from war
to co-operation. Is there a contradiction? This was never
admitted by the men on the European side who had been the
true builders of these agreements—i.e., Mendes-France,
Chauvel, and Eden—but who were constantly denounced
with growing bitterness by Moscow and particularly by Peking
and Hanoi. The war was over, but the struggle continued by
other means, or by means that were different for the time
being. Yet it must be recognized that, contrary to persist-
ent legend, the Geneva accords were applied for several years.

The regime that established itself in the South even before
the end of the war—Ngo Dinh Diem had been designated by
Bao Dai to head the government the same day, June 17, 1954,
that Mendés-France was installed by President Coty—in-
sisted, of course, that it did not consider itself bound in any
way by the text of July 21. But, unable to survive without the
aid of France, which had assumed responsibility for the agree-
ments, or the United States, which refused to contest them, it
had to subscribe to them. Diem accepted the provisional con-
tinuation of Viet Minh administration in the zones affected by
the accords, until their liquidation in 1956, and the installa-
tion on his soil of the International Control Commission, even
though the latter was comprised of Polish diplomats (Reds!).
And Diem took no steps to send his functionaries beyond the
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17th Parallel. Reluctantly he acted as legatee and executor of
the Geneva Agreements.

But once he felt more solidly established his government in-
creasingly violated the July 21 provisions, particularly by
launching a wave of oppression against those in the Viet Minh
camp who had participated in war operations, and later by
refusing to hold the 1956 referendum on reunification which
could not fail to precipitate violent reactions in the North.

I felt it necessary to recapitulate these points, as they
are the very links in the chain that led Vietnam from the
armistice in 1954 to a new civil war and to the subsequent
international conflict of 1965.
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HOW TO
REVIVE A WAR




“Diemocracy”’ Turns Sour
y

Saigon, December 1959

The first impression was not bad. How could a French visitor
who participated in the first Indochinese war not be captivated
by the courteous reception he was given in Saigon, five years
after Dien Bien Phu? The words he heard and the treatment
he received seemed to go even beyond the exquisite standard
of ordinary Vietnamese politeness. This capital, transformed
by the war into a sort of military supply center in which the
tattered argued with the dilapidated, now looked like an ex-
hibit of “decolonization on the Western pattern”: polished,
paved, and adorned with colorful gardens.

The density of the traffic, the hum of engines, and the un-
changing elegance of the young women who, heads high,
draped in their charming tunics, had yielded neither to mod-
ernization nor to the invasion of the cinema and its fashions,
all were signs that the living standard at Saigon, if not of all
South Vietnam, was higher than in most Asian countries. The
American aid lavished upon this country was visible at every
step. It showed itself with a certain pride, stimulated the im-
agination, and had propaganda value.
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But, paradoxically, this city that had remained so gay dur-
ing the worst of the war had taken on in its time of peace and
apparent opulence a sluggish air that suited it badly. It is
normal for a people who have attained independence to be
concerned for their dignity and to try to show it; to exhibit
their virtues, but to avoid ostentation. But the heavy atmos-
phere that one noticed in Saigon beneath the brilliant appear-
ances—did it suggest a certain discontent?

Was the affluence reflected in the appearance of the chil-
dren and the profusion of vehicles, limited to only certain
neighborhoods? Did the all-pervading malaise emanate from
other and more remote sources? An enormous portrait several
yards high, painted in gaudy colors, was visible on the fagades
of half a dozen public buildings in the capital: it was the por-
trait of a man with a round face, a cold gaze, and an austere
elegance. The same picture haunted public offices, official
buildings, airports. At the beginning of each show at the
cinemas the public, asked to “salute the colors,” would obe-
diently rise, while this same haunting face, against the back-
ground of the Vietnamese flag flying in the wind, appeared on
the screen. And the bridge, as well as the great avenue leading
to Cholon, was full of large banners with the inscription,
among other mysterious symbols: NGo THONG ToNG—Presi-
dent Ngo.

In South Vietnam the cult of personality struck an original
note. There “collective leadership” was a family council. And
if the chief of state was called not by the last syllable of his
name, in accordance with Vietnamese practice, but by the first
—his patronym—it was perhaps because power resides less in
the man than in the family group.

The eminent role played by family relations in Confucian
civilizations is well known: no other cult is as important there
as ancestor worship. With the Ngo family Catholicism, far
from supplanting this primordial religion after two centuries,
seemed to have given it even additional fervor, something
absolute: the family, the mystical body.

“DIEMOCRACY” TURNS SOUR - 19
If one considers the circumstances of Diem’s accession to

power, the methods he employed, the ardor of his religious

convictions, his intransigence, his reputation for austerity, one
easily sees the master of South Vietnam endowed with the
harsh traits of an Asiatic Philip II. But the man was debonair
in appearance, bulky, rounded with age like certain ecclesias-
tics. No matter how lusterless his conversation, five years of

ower and life in Saigon had instilled the rather jovial manner
of the typical Cochinchinese bourgeois into this former semi-
narian and austere mandarin from the court of Hue.

Yet, despite appearances, Ngo Dinh Diem was animated
with an extra touch of fervor, something of the absolute. He
had an attachment to the ancient society of Annam—high
aristocracy, closed castes, intellectual hierarchies, its cohesive
families, its disdain of strangers, its hatred of China.

He wanted to revive the old order, the ancient morality,
the respect for the master, the rule of the closed city. But this
was beyond his power. The facts were intransigent. This
Catholic in the Spanish manner, this puritanical conservative,
attached his name to an enterprise that could only defeat him.

This man who at the time of the Indochinese war symbol-
ized the firmest nationalism, even chauvinism, was finally
forced to impose upon his country the world’s most unre-
strainedly technological and most proudly innovating civiliza-
tion, that of the United States.

These diverse attitudes also expressed themselves with
disconcerting clarity within his family, among the five all-
powerful brothers, among whom modernism and tradition-
alism were in constant conflict: there was particularly the
conflict between Ngo Dinh Nhu, educated in France, an in-
tellectual trained in the Western world, and Ngo Dinh Can,
Who called himself uncultured and was proud of it.

The former, who carried only the title “political adviser”
and directed the Can Lao (“effort”) movement, came from a
group whose adherents did not like to identify themselves, in
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case they had to resume their clandestine struggle against a
communist regime; he exercised his influence primarily on
Saigon and the South. Though officially the latter was only a
delegate of the National Revolutionary Movement of Central
Vietnam, he was considered the master of Hue and the prov-
inces close to the North.

This is what Nhu, with his strong, leonine face, and his
piercing look and sarcastic smile, said to me:

We are a reactionary regime, you have been told—
are you aware of the fact that we are taking our inspira-
tion from the thinkers of the Western Left, particularly
the French? I don’t want to name names [he laughed] or
compromise anybody. . . . But you must realize that
we are basing ourselves on personalism!*

I replied: “This is exactly what you are accused of in certain
quarters. . . .”

You will tell me that not all that we are led to do is
in conformity with Mounier’s ideal. In political action
one is occasionally forced to dirty one’s hands. There is
a difference between what one wants to do and what one
does.

“But could younot . . .”

Restore freedom, give free speech to the opposition,
create conditions of coexistence with communism? First
of all, you do not coexist with those who want to exter-
minate you. Moreover, the opposition is not so badly
treated by us. It cannot speak up? Wait a minute. We do
not permit ourselves to be incited or destroyed, but these
restrictions of liberty we also apply to ourselves. Are you
aware of that?

* A French doctrine developed by Emmanuel Mounier in the thirties.
It is a philosophy of existence akin to Existentialism, but differing from it
by its generally Christian orientation.—Trans.
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We would not permit ourselves to throw dirt at our
adversaries, or trample them down. Look at our news-
papers. There you will not find the insults against the
opposition that you find in the press of neighboring
countries. Is that not liberalism?

No insults? This is playing with words. While Madame Nhu
conducted her campaign against “vice” and called all non-
classical music “prostitution,” Mr. Nhu called every opponent
a communist. In a country where Manicheism reigns, what is.
an “insult”?

1 was unable to interview Ngo Dinh Can, master of Hue.
Nobody could see Can except his collaborators and those
closest to him. Living in the ancient style in his family
mansion, dressed in Vietnamese clothing, sleeping on the
harsh ground, Diem’s youngest brother devoted his life to the
struggle against Evil, i.e., communism, and its allies, i.e., all
foreigners. The following words are attributed to him: “My
hand will never tire of killing communists. . . . Everyone
among you should offer the life of one Red to your country.
As for me, millions. . . .”

The Beginnings of Subversion

When French Foreign Minister Pinay was in Saigon in the
fall of 1959, Diem confided to him: “You have your war in
Algeria. We, too, have an Algerian war to wage in the South
of our country.” The Saigon dictator meant to be pleasant,
thinking that to share such anguish could bring the two gov-
ernments closer together.

But the threat to the Vietnamese state was already much
more perilous than the Algerian affair was for the French. For
three or four months the Southern provinces had been par-
tially under the almost direct administration of what people
Were beginning to call the Viet Cong, and the Western prov-
Inces were heavily contaminated, particularly in the old Hoa-
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Hao, where the old militants had more or less risen again
from the soil.

The rubber plantation regions in the north of old Cochin-
china were also contaminated by nationalist sects, particularly
in the area of Tay Ninh, which is the source of Caodaism.*

A few months later, in September 1960, there appeared
striking evidence of the opening of the new Front in the
highlands zone, a sensitive sector for French authority dur-
ing the entire Indochinese war. Some very heavy and bloody
engagements were taking place in the region of Kontum, in-
habited by the Mois.

These mountain tribesmen (like the Berbers in Morocco in
an earlier day) had long been considered faithful mountain-
eers without political convictions, good and dependable peas-
ants. But the South Vietnamese were now discovering, as had
the French before them, that these mountaineers were not al-
ways easy to lead; they were as impatient with injustice as the
people in the plains, if not more so, especially now that they
were infiltrated with communist cadres which had long before
been implanted in their territory. The Saigon government
announced that it had captured infiltrators from the North
who had passed not through the small and extremely well
guarded frontier at the 17th Parallel, but through Laos, which
was already in a state of turmoil.

In a press conference Secretary of State Nguyen Dinh
Thuan, speaking to reporters, military attachés, and diplo-
matic representatives, called the affair of Kontum “grave.”
For the first time the South Vietnamese government decided
to bring the question of its security before the world. In par-
ticular, Thuan declared:

This aggression constitutes a new turn in communist
action against life and liberty in Southeast Asia and the
free world. For the first time since 1954 the enemy has
attacked from his bases in the North, with important

* See pp. 9off.
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units, by proceeding via Laotian territory. It follows that
the enemy intends to implant himself in the region and
from there prepare actions against the South and the
coastal zone. . . . The events in Laos are actually
staged by the enemy to attack South Vietnam directly
from his bases.

Invasion of South Vietnam? Of course not. But the affair
showed that subversion all over the country was on the in-
crease, and that the North was beginning to mix in it.

At that very time Ngo Dinh Nhu, speaking to a Paris news-
paper correspondent, stated that the authorities in the high-
land region had established the presence of a North Viet-
namese battalion south of the 17th Parallel, and concluded:
“The second Indochinese war has begun. . . .”

To give an indication of magnitude—explained by Viet-
namese in the opposition, responsible people in this case—it
was considered that five thousand -irregulars were active
throughout Vietnam. This figure does not appear too high.
After all, during much of the first Indochinese war it took no
more than such a number on the side of the Viet Minh to defy
some excellent French troops that were far superior to South
Vietnamese units fighting in 1960. Of these five thousand
irregulars, according to my Vietnamese informants, hardly
more than a quarter were communists; while my informants
did not say so, I assumed from what they reported that most
of those were officers.

Subversion was not the only danger facing the South Viet-
namese regime. The other, more hidden, was almost as
grave: graft. Of course, one must not accept at face value
the many stories that made the rounds in Saigon, aimed at the
rulers of that day, similar to those aimed at the colonial
regime in earlier days, and from which only the chief of state
Wwas immune. A thousand and one compromising accusations
Wwere leveled at various personalities of the regime, to the de-
light of the blasé Saigon population.
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When I discussed the matter of graft with a Chinese who
knew a great deal about it and had recently had to endure a
“tax withholding” at the hands of a certain functionary, he
made this typically Chinese comment: “My dear sir, this is
too bad, this interferes with free enterprise. . . .”

Subversion, nepotism, graft: the dangers threatening the
regime were clear. But the positive aspects of the situation
must also be mentioned. We have already spoken of the ad-
ministrative successes of the system. Without insisting on the
relative efficiency of the governmental machine, we must
stress one triumph of Diem’s regime: the integration of nearly
a million refugees from the North.

However one may judge the reasons that led these hundreds
of thousands of men—mostly Christians—to leave their Ton-
kinese villages and the communist regime of the North to live
in the South under a nationalist and Catholic regime, one
must appreciate what was done for them in Cochinchina and
in the Annam highlands. It will be said, of course, that the
credit goes to American money and the activity of the Catho-
lic clergy. Still the Diem state was able to co-ordinate the
necessary efforts with great diligence.

As a result the yellow and white flag of the Vatican had
been raised beside the yellow and red Vietnam standard over
some of the square villages along the Cochinchinese roads
and the Mois highlands. In the Da Lat region integration was
a success. But the apportionment of certain parcels of land to
the refugees from the North provoked considerable discontent
on the part of some of the Mois tribes of the region, and
swelled the ranks of the underground, which had given the
signal for the resumption of the war.

Where Were the Americans?

But where were the Americans? The conspicuous foreign-
ers in Saigon were usually French. In the city streets one could
see big old Packards driven by gentlemen in nylon suits, or, at
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night, the same gentlemen entering cabarets in gaudy sport
shirts. But the United States Embassy was installed in a drab
building, and either as a matter of policy or because they were
uncomfortable in the face of a strange civilization, the em-
ployees of U.S.I.S., M.A.A.G., or U.S.O.M. hardly left their
dwellings.

What was visible were not the Americans but the credits
they were giving. I have spoken of the impression of rela-
tive affluence given by the Saigon crowds, and noted the re-
integration of almost a million refugees south of the 17th
Parallel. Together with the equipment and maintenance of a
250,000-man army of excellent appearance, and the land-
repurchasing operation that was one of the elements of the
sensible agrarian reform accomplished under the direction of
the remarkable American expert Wolf Ladejinsky, these were
the most tangible results of American aid then estimated
at $200,000,000 a year—which is a great deal for a popula-
tion of twelve million.

The mere fact that Vietnam was still alive five years after
Geneva and showed no sign of immediate collapse, surely jus-
tified this enormous effort in the eyes of responsible Ameri-
cans, even if there was some “leakage” as reported in August
1959 by a reporter of the Scripps-Howard newspaper chain.
“Our aid is a shameful scandal,” wrote Mr. Colegrave. As a
Tesult of these articles a commission of inquiry was hurriedly
set up in Washington, and an impressive number of senators
went to Saigon.

It is hard to say how independent a country is when 70 per
cent of its budgetary deficit is covered by a foreign state which
also covers all its military and police expenses. But what must
always be taken into account is the great strain inflicted on
such an economy by the smallest reduction of foreign assist-
ance. If South Vietnam did not suffer too much in the period
of 1959-1960 from a reduction in credits of $25,000,000, it
hevertheless faced the risks of a “fading” of American aid,
and particularly the substitution of loans for outright gifts.
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Was the United States thinking at that time—1960—of
revising its attitude with respect to the regime? Shortly before
President Kennedy’s inauguration several Vietnamese opposi-
tion leaders were invited to Washington. They established
some important contacts at a time when certain members of
Diem’s entourage were not being received in Washington.
What was even more curious, one of these nationalist Viet-
namese opposition leaders was received by Francis Cardinal
Spellman, who was playing the role of super-protector of the
Diem regime.

Were these prospects casting the shadow of a recession on
the Vietnamese economy? There were probably other reasons
to be sought for the shortage of money, the dangerous weak-
ness in economic affairs, and the bankruptcies that hit sellers
and even manufacturers of luxury and semi-luxury products,
such as bicycles, radios, and so on. Naturally the saturation
of the market was also responsible, particularly as Vietnam
has lived beyond its means for many years.

Reduction of American aid and closer control by Washing-

ton, impoverishment of the people of Cholon due to apathy,

and a shortage of money due among other things to Chinese
capital flowing to Hong Kong and Singapore—all these fac-
tors created a difficult situation, forcing responsible top Viet-
namese leaders to look for other support.

But the efforts made to obtain aid from France on the occa-
sion of Pinay’s visit in November 1959 did not yield the ex-
pected results: credits of $20,000,000 might have made it
possible to build a cement factory at Ha Tien or some plants
on the outskirts of Saigon, but it was not the type of support
that the Diem regime was seeking.

One must concede one virtue to Diem: his tranquil audac-
ity that allowed him to take in stride any operation the mo-
ment he decided to undertake it. For example, at a time when
everybody thought that the Chinese tide was rising inexorably
over Southeast Asia, and that, all ideology aside, biological
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“Chinization” of that region would be only a question of years
or decades, the Vietnamese chief of state decided that he could
go against the current and that the time had come to nation-
alize the Chinese.

It is well known how important in the life of the country
the three hundred thousand Chinese of Cholon, Saigon’s twin
city, had become, not only because they displayed the indus-
trial and commercial genius that is their national heritage, or
because they constituted a more compact bloc than émigré
Chinese in Bangkok or Djakarta, but also because the colonial
regime for reasons of convenience and efficiency had con-
solidated their power, making them indispensable intermedi-
aries between French and Vietnamese producers and con-
sumers. Transportation, banks, trade, or the distribution of
rice were very often controlled by them. It was not surprising
that the super-nationalist Diem took some steps to dismantle
this economic bastion after the end of the colonial system.
But he chose a strange method, forcing every member of the
Chinese colony either to adopt Vietnamese nationality or be
prevented from participating in the most profitable trades.

After several weeks or months of hesitation, while waiting
vainly for word from Taipeh, the people of Cholon gave in.
Meanwhile they had lost a number of positions, and several
of their rice-processing factories had passed into Vietnamese
hands or had been dismantled and sent abroad. Their citadel
had been besieged. Armed with Vietnamese passports, the
Chinese later tried to reconquer it. But something was de-
stroyed in the process, some equilibrium upset, some dy-
hamism lost, and as a result one of the springs of eco-
nomic activity in South Vietnam was broken. True, the
entire operation should have benefited Vietnamese business.
But the losses were greater than the gains.

Looking beyond the economic aspects, what was the likely
Teaction on the part of these Chinese who were forced to give
up their nationality when Chiang Kai-shek failed to come to
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their aid? After all, Chiang’s government should, on general
principle, have defended their interests. Did his failure make
them turn their eyes toward another power?

But what about reunification? Was there any chance that
in the foreseeable future the 177th Parallel, a more vigorous
dividing line inside the Vietnamese nation than any frontier
in the world, would disappear? The general view in Saigon
was that this would be impossible for many years. The South-
ern authorities in particular stated that since the people in the
North were more numerous, reunification would effectively
deliver the South to the holocaust of communism.

But the authorities were not content with prognostications
and apprehensions. They were taking extreme measures.

The Witch Hunt

In 1954 and 1955 the Diem regime had displayed impres-
sive energy in its struggle with politico-religious sects that
threatened it, and had always answered with force all divisive
activities aimed at the state, even though these attempts had
no serious hope of success. The generals who distinguished
themselves in these operations were to attain a different form
of notoriety at some other time. Their chief was Duong Van
Minh.

But after 1955 and the dismissal of Bao Dai to make room
for the “Republic” of Diem, whose accession to the Presidency
was based on a plebiscite as orderly as possible in a country
barely recovered from the wounds of war and in the process of
reunification, the regime did not know how to use its victory
to “return” its opponents to its fold, although it had won over
the sects and the crown. Having won a battle, it preferred war
to peace.

The referendum on the reunification of Vietnam was sched-
uled by the Geneva Agreements for 1956. The Southern lead-
ers, believing that such an operation could benefit only the
North, made every effort to prevent any development in that
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direction, to discourage any such attempt, and to repress all
conceivable initiative that could lead to reunification.

While the Saigon government rebuffed every advance from
the North as “subversive”—and, as we shall see, the North
did make several advances between 1955 and 1958—it re-
oriented its aggressive policy and concentrated its blows on a
new target. A new enemy was substituted for the sects that
seemed to have been crushed: the Viet Cong, or Vietnamese
communism. In 1955 every opponent had been denounced as
a left-over from the “feudal rebels” supported by colonialism.
After 1956 every opponent was called a communist.

A tremendous war machine was then set up against the
Viet Cong. At first the struggle was conducted by simple
means: concentration camps. After raids on regions reputed
to be “rotten,” several thousand “Reds” were placed in con-
centration camps like the one in Phu Loi, about thirty miles
from Saigon. In December 1958 a report of poisonings
created a scandal; the rumor, taken up noisily by Northern
propaganda, was to the effect that of six thousand prisoners
more than a thousand had died of poisoning. From Hanoi,
Gen. Vo Nguyen Giap denounced these “atrocities” to the
International Control Commission. But the Saigon govern-
ment opposed an inquiry that had been demanded by various
international personalities, including several British Labour
deputies. It turned out that the number of deaths had been
inflated by the opposition; but the attitude of the Southern
regime indicated that it definitely had things to hide.*

Was it to give itself a better conscience or to improve its
credit abroad that the regime acted in this fashion? On May
6, 1959, Diem gave himself the “legal” arsenal for repression:
a law creating special military tribunals which would pro-
Nounce judgment within three days after the citation of the
accused, sentencing to death

* Authorized by Diem to lead the inquiry locally, P. J. Honey, one of
d © seven or eight outstanding Western specialists on Vietnamese affairs,
eclared that he could not verify more than twenty deaths at Phu Loi.
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anyone who intentionally proclaimed or propagated, by
no matter what means, unfounded news on prices, or
rumors contrary to the truth, or distorting the truth, on
the actual or future economic situation in the country
or outside, likely to provoke economic or financial dis-
turbance in the country . . . anyone who committed or
tried to commit the crime of sabotage or made an at-
tempt against the security of the State or an attempt on
the life or property of the population . . . anyone who
adhered to an organization in order to aid in the prepara-
tion or execution of these crimes.

The law also stated that:

Extenuating circumstances will not be allowed the
principal culprit, or the authors or instigators of crimes
falling under the competence of the special military
tribunals. .

The special military tribunals will pronounce final
judgment, and no appeal will be possible.

The decisions of the military tribunals will be executed
in accordance with the emergency provisions of the
military penal code.

Thus every person accused of “attempts against the security
of the state” or of being a “co-instigator,” or anyone who be-
longed to an organization in order to help in the preparation
of a crime, or who simply became involved in its commission,
was condemned to death and was executed within three days
without possible appeal. Commenting on this brutal law, the
official journal Cach Mang Quoc Gie (The National Revolu-
tion) wrote:

The law must be broadly applied. . . . There are
crimes that deserve the death penalty . . . for example,
attempts to disturb the economy of the country, to or-
ganize strikes, to make demonstrations that damage the
prestige of the nation, to disseminate false news. . . .
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To hide a communist, or permit oneself to become in-
volved in anything with a communist, is to risk the death
penalty. In connection with the crime there usually is a
distant instigator who has only given orders, an imme-
diate instigator and a certain number of those who com-
mitted the crime, and all those who have directly or indi-
rectly been of assistance. All must suffer execution. . . .

The courts will not wait for security organs to bring
the guilty before them. The court itself must seek out the
guilty and their accomplices. The suppression of terror-
ism must be conducted by the courts themselves. The
courts must not only be organs that judge men and apply
the law, but organs whose primary task is to exterminate
terrorism.

We now have all the means necessary to exterminate
the criminals. We have:

—Large armed forces, police units, and a militia;

—Regularly established military tribunals;

—Recently reinforced police forces.

The same paper added that it was not enough to hit the com-
munists.

There are still people in our ranks who must be elimi-
nated. Their crimes equal in gravity those of the com-
munists, and the nation must consider them as traitors.
There are still people who have not understood the all-
embracing truths of our methods of combat. . . . There
also are those who are still indifferent. . . .
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The View from Hano1

Hanoi, December 1961

What dreams for their country had animated those fierce little

fighters who swamped the last fortifications of Dien Bien Phu
on May 7, 1954? Under their palm pith helmets their faces
seemed thin, and under the green trellises their bodies ema-
ciated. But their heads and hearts had been full of “tomorrows

that sing,” and they had fought with incredible valor under

the orders of a lion-faced, Vo Nguyen Giap, not just for the
pride of victory over the white man, but also for a decent life.

Seven years later they had become the cadres of a suffering,
divided, tense country which survived only in a state of semi-
peace and at the price of sacrifices comparable to guerrilla
warfare. After ten years of experience, effort, constantly
aborted and renewed plans, foreign aid, and patriotic tension,
North Vietnam exercised a growing ascendancy over the

South and its neighboring countries but saved itself only by zj
a constant miracle of will power and almost inhuman disci- §

pline.
Here was a strange nation that had three births. The first
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took place in August of 1945. Ten days after the holocaust
at Hiroshima several hundred guerrillas assembled in South-
ern China by the old communist leader Ho Chi Minh—organ-
ized four years earlier in a “patriotic front,” the Viet Minh,
and gradually infiltrated into Tonkin under orders of the
future general Giap—stirred up Hanoi, unleashed a revolu-
tion, and proclaimed the independent Republic of Vietnam.

An American mission, led by Commander Patti and later
by General Gallagher, offered the protection of the greatest
power in the world to these revolutionaries who made no
bones about their Marxist orientation. But in Paris, General
de Gaulle’s government was in no way disposed to recognize
this fait accompli.

Nevertheless, six months later Ho Chi Minh’s Vietnam was
born for a second time. General Leclerc had reconquered old
Cochinchina and South Annam, forced Chiang Kai-shek’s
troops to evacuate the area of Tonkin that had been en-
trusted to them by Roosevelt and Stalin, and led an imposing
armada up the coast from Haiphong. Leclerc, politically un-
sophisticated knight, had understood the intractable force of
Vietnamese nationalism and admitted that with France
proudly reéstablished in the Far East, it was necessary to treat
and recognize the new nation accordingly. This was also the
opinion of Sainteny, commissioner of the French Republic
for North Indochina. And as Vietnam’s leader was sufficiently
flexible to adjust his ends to his means, and was ready to put
the dignity of his country above his hostility to France, the
agreement of March 6, 1946, was concluded, recognizing
Vietnam as a free state within the Indochinese Federation and
the French Union.

But Leclerc and Sainteny were ahead of their time, at least
Compared to the men in Saigon, where Admiral d’Argenlieu
dfd not hide his distaste for this compromise with commu-
Dism; and they were ahead of Paris, where despite the pres-
€nce of five communists, Bidault’s government did not accept
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unreservedly this first step toward the dismemberment of what
had been the Empire—and would have been able to become
the French Union.

Because the dangers were not understood, and pressure
was exercised, from the Lang Son incident to the bombing of
Haiphong, all chances of compromise were ruined, thus lead-
ing to the Viet Minh coup of December 1946 at Hanoi.

Close to eight years of war followed. It was a war that com-
promised French autonomy, killed twenty-five thousand
young Frenchmen, introduced bribery into the political mores
of the country, stimulated revolutionary fever in Africa, re-
duced the nation’s army, and ended in the greatest military
disaster in French colonial history since the eighteenth cen-
tury. Finally, negotiations courageously conducted with the
semi-complicity of Soviet diplomats, anxious at the time to

extinguish the fires of international tension in order to smooth

the way for peaceful coexistence, allowed France to disengage
herself without dishonor at the end of the 1954 Geneva Con-
ference.

This was the third birth of revolutionary Vietnam, which in
1954 assumed as its name the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam. But in order to bring the war to an end and reinstate
themselves in their capital, the victors of Dien Bien Phu had
to permit the partitioning of their country. The final declara-

tion of the Geneva Conference foresaw, of course, that general

elections would permit the reunification of Vietnam two years
later. And none doubted at the time that this would be to the
benefit of the North.

Seven years later, however, Ho Chi Minh and his men were
still “parked” in their zone north of the 17th Parallel, which

did not produce enough rice for a population whose annual i

growth exceeded 3 per cent and which, against its national
pride, remained largely dependent on the socialist powers,
particularly China.

Why did those dynamic people of the North permit them-
selves to be imprisoned in such a small area, that was in no §
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way justified by the national tradition? It must be remem-
bered that this partition of the country, seemingly so disad-
vantageous, was clearly proposed first by the Northern general
staff, on the occasion of the meeting of the military com-
mission at the Geneva Conference on June 8, 1954. Ho Chi
Minh and his lieutenants, practicing once again the policy of
a cease-fire, as in March 1946, had wanted above all to obtain
peace, a final renunciation on the part of France of all colonial
thoughts in the back of her mind, the departure of the French
army, and possibly some form of economic co-operation with
Paris and the West. Yet the Vietnamese communist leaders,
on the other hand, had been worried about the extent of the
problems concerning Vietnam as a whole, and knowing full
well the resistance they would meet when applying socialism
to a society where individualism was flourishing—at least in
the form of village autonomy—had preferred to proceed in
stages.

But there were other factors at work which contributed to
changing Ho Chi Minh’s policies. The installation of the fanat-
ically anti-communist Ngo family in Saigon, Washington’s
unreserved support of that dictatorship, and the constant in-
crease of American forces in the Southern zone made it clear
to the men in Hanoi that they faced not just a delay with
regard to reunification, but a final partitioning, which would
imprison them forever in their narrow and meager zone and
weld them completely to China; and that moreover a platform
was perhaps being established in the South from which some
day a military action might be launched against them.

The pitiless “witch hunt” conducted against their comrades
in the South, resulting in the latter’s pathetic appeals for help
to Hanoi leaders, and the economic pressure on them, result-
ing from the blockade of the undernourished North, led
them, after 1959 and five years of honest apphcatlon of the
Geneva Agreements, to intervene progressively in the South
in order to press by force for reunification that could not be
attained through other means.
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I had occasion to visit North Vietnam in November 1961.

In February 1946 we had been received at the Gia Lam air- ‘,
port by a starved and tattered band of Chinese “soldiers,” or

more precisely men from Yunnan Province, for whom the

war evidently was a compromise between smuggling and
stealing; then, seven years later, a certain Colonel Gardes re- §
ceived the journalists in the midst of a formidable array of
transport and bombing planes; in 1961 there was only a j
glacial silence. Hanoi was a capital in which socialism was §
being built, but it was a relaxed capital—at least for those .§

who could afford to travel by plane.

On the huge Doumer Bridge, for years a bottleneck for 1
French army operations and so often groaning under the
weight of its tanks, nothing could be heard but the soft hum §
of hundreds of bicycle wheels. North Vietnam, having |
achieved its independence, thanks to tens of thousands of
coolies pushing their bicycles loaded with rice and ammuni- §
tion across the brush, had become a nation on bicycles. In
another day Lenin had defined socialism as “Soviet power 3
plus electricity”; one could say that in Vietnam it was the §

bicycle plus Uncle Ho.

If the question of reunification preoccupied the Hanoi lead- {g:
ers, it was not so much because of national pride, communist §
imperialism, or strategic precaution vis-a-vis Washington, but
for economic reasons. Before the partitioning of 1954 Viet- -‘fj
nam certainly had not always been politically united, and the
divisions of the colonial epoch—with Tonkin in the North,
Annam in the Center, and Cochinchina in the South—corre- ]
sponded quite well to the realities of cultural traditions and

collective psychology.

But in the economic domain Vietnamese unity took on
overriding importance. Tonkin, furnishing unskilled labor

and punctual functionaries, ideally complemented Cochin-

china, producer of rice, skilled in commercial exchanges, and ]
full of plantations in need of labor. To create two political |
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capitals, Hanoi and Saigon, was partially justified, but to
break up Vietnam’s economic unity was to attempt the irra-
tional.

Against this attempt the South was able to protect itself
after a fashion, thanks to American aid which—no matter
how badly it was employed—eventually bore fruit. But in the
North the people, hardly over an exhausting war, struggled
with heroic and fierce determination against a form of poverty
that was aggravated by certain abuses of socialist planning,*
and rendered persistent by demographic pressure. But the in-
tense effort in the direction of economic development was not
merely an attempt to save these people from famine by giving
them bowls of rice. As in every Marxist-Leninist state, in-
dustrialization remained the main spring of activity, all the
more so as Vietnam was one of the rare examples where the
colonizers had initiated industrial production, such as the coal
pits of Hon Gai in the Bay of Along and the cotton mill in
Nam Dinh. The Geneva accords had permitted a peaceful
transfer of these installations to the new authorities, who no
longer felt tied by the 1954 text. In any event, Hanoi used this
colonial heritage to great benefit.

In November 1961 I was not permitted to visit the steel
plant in Thaj Nguyen, built after 1960 in Viet Minh’s “war
capital” in the Tonkin highlands, the first enterprise of this
type in Southeast Asia, capable of an annual production of
two hundred thousand tons of steel and equipped with presses
capable of manufacturing rolled steel for industry. But I was
Permitted to go to Viet Tri, at the eastern point of the Red

* Since the great mistakes of 1956, target adjustments had been brought
to bear on the plans for accelerated socialization. In 1956 I personally ob-
Served a certain economic slowdown that showed itself in such pictur-
¢Sque ways as the denationalization of hairdressers and sellers of Chinese
Soup; but more important was the report by René Dumont who, in 1964,
on his return from a trip through North Vietnam, stated that the agricul-
tural co-operatives were being reorganized and that the yield per hectare
Of rice paddy had risen in five years from thirteen to nineteen quintals.

his allowed the government to increase individual rice rations by 20 per
ent, or from fifteen to twenty kilos per adult per month.
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River delta, where an industrial complex had been created
out of a small paper factory built in 1939: electrical works, a |
sugar refinery, a plywood factory, a new paper mill, and so
on. The whole was very impressive; one could see many Chi-
nese machines—at least according to the tags on them—and §
great responsibilities entrusted to young Vietnamese engineers g
to the exclusion, it seemed, of foreign experts, even socialist

experts.

In the great salon of the seat of what was the Government- #
General of Indochina I met two men clad in the austere §
high-buttoned jacket that has become the uniform of the
Asian revolution. One was old, smiling, with high color and
an almost baby face—it was Ho Chi Minh, whom I had §
known for fifteen years; he was so thin and frail that he
seemed able to survive only through sheer zeal. The other, his §
face swarthy, strongly sculptured as though hammered into a §
shape by many trials, speaking in abrupt sentences, and with
a frequent smile that wrinkled his very high forehead, was ‘§

Prime Minister Pham Van Dong.

“Uncle Ho,” it seemed, was glad to allow the latter (who
has been his closest lieutenant for more than thirty years) to i
answer the visitor’s political questions. Ho himself was con-
tent to ask questions about Paris, France, and his friends.
With some compassion he expressed surprise at General de
Gaulle’s troubles, the “black shirts,” the bombs, and the #
strikes. He expressed great surprise at the role played by §

Raoul Salan.

“You know, I knew him very well. We traveled together ‘{g
from Hanoi to Paris in 1946. He was such a careful man, so 3
self-effacing, who never spoke to me of his apartment, his fur- 4
niture, his position in France after his return. . . . A true §
bourgeois. . . . And now a resistance fighter!” Ho laughed, §
spoke for another few moments of his memories, his French
friends, of General Leclerc, to whom he was very attached, f;
and the war in Algeria, while drawing on his cigarette with a
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rather dreamy expression. Then he left, sliding along on his
sandals, a friendly smile creasing his face.

When I mentioned to Pham Van Dong that I was struck by
the physical vigor and good humor exhibited by Ho, Dong re-
plied: “But you know we are very gay!” Still, gaiety did not
seem to me characteristic of the regime or of Hanoi’s psycho-
logical climate. And now, for two hours, the man who had
sat across the table from Mendes-France in Geneva spoke in
his turn.,

The version of our conversation below, edited by Dong,
does not fully reflect the tone of our conversation and the
personal and passionate tenor of his statements. In the tran-
script mere propaganda formulas often take the place of some
of the passages in this particularly animated conversation.
For example, Dong would interrupt himself, close his eyes,
and exclaim: “This is exciting, exciting!” And when I ob-
jected to his calling Fidel Castro’s communism evolutionary
because the Cuban chief seemed too romantic to me, he re-
plied, almost with indignation: “But we communists, particu-
larly we Vietnamese, are romantic. . . . Fortunately!”

I'asked Dong about the prospects for Vietnamese reunifica-
tion. He replied:

If Vietnam is to stay provisionally divided, it is be-
cause the implementation of the Geneva Agreements is
running into very serious obstacles. The primary obstacle
is the policy of intervention and aggression on the part of
the American imperialists in South Vietnam who aim at
transforming this zone into a “colony of the new type”
and an American military base, and to prepare for a new
war. As everyone knows, the United States is preparing
to bring American troops to South Vietnam. All this rep-
resents a great danger for our people and a grave menace
to peace in Indochina and in Southeast Asia. These are
very grave matters. It is obvious that an end of the policy
of intervention and aggression on the part of American
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imperialists in South Vietnam is the prime condition for
the correct implementation of the Geneva Agreements,
the peaceful reunification of Vietnam, and the mainte-
nance of peace in that region of the world.

Diem’s administration is another obstacle in the way
of the implementation of the Geneva Agreements and
peaceful reunification of Vietnam, since his adminis-
tration is the instrument of American imperialists, has
always sabotaged the implementation of the Geneva
Agreements, and has rejected all constructive proposals
by the government of the Democratic Republic. The
cause of Vietnam’s reunification and the interest of
peace and security in this region require a government
in South Vietnam that would declare itself in favor of
the correct implementation of the Geneva Agreements
and of consultations between the two zones with a view
toward the peaceful unification of the country.

For its part, the government of the Democratic Re-
public is always disposed to enter into negotiations with
a government of the South that is similarly disposed. In
the course of such negotiations, all problems concerning
peaceful reunification of Vietnam can be resolved, above
all the problem of the restoration of normal relations be-
tween the two zones. Such a government in South Viet-
nam can only be a government freed of American domi-
nation, and a government practicing the kind of national
political independence that respects democratic liberties,
in short a government with a broad national base.

Dong added to this somewhat conventional presentation a
curious detail that illuminated the policy of the North in 1965 §
and the appeals made in the direction of Paris. i

There are, after all, three kinds of people in the South.
The friends of the Americans, such as Diem and others:
they have already lost their game. The people: they are
with us. The intellectuals and the bourgeoisie: they re-
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main very attached to France. Thus, the solution largely
depends on an understanding, between you and us, that
would permit joining the masses to the intelligentsia and
to the middle class in order to establish a democratic
rule. Oh, if only Paris would play its role and contribute
to peace!

Whether reflecting sentimentality, cleverness, or sincerity,
these two hours of conversation, despite the severity of his
judgments on French policies, were studded with what is per-
haps Dong’s attachment to French culture or to the revolu-
tionary instructions he received in France, and also the con-
viction that in the South of Asia, France has to play a role
that in the eyes of Dong, who places France in the camp of
those opposed to war, would not make it the inevitable enemy
of the Vietnamese revolution.

Regarding the reunification of the two Vietnams, Dong’s
answers to my questions made me think that the Hanoi leaders
were primarily occupied with the consolidation of socialism
in their camp. In the same fashion Mao Tse-tung took his
time in preparing himself during his retreat at Yenan. This
does not prevent the Northern leaders from expressing the
judgment that “Diem has now rendered enough service to the
anti-American cause” and—even while they are denying it—
from undermining with all their power the regime in the
South. But the evolution may be very slow.

It should be added that no matter how courteously he re-
ceived most of my questions, Dong categorically refused to
answer some of them and abruptly cut me short when I
touched on the relations of the Democratic Republic of Viet-
ham with Moscow on the one hand and Peking on the
Other. “These are subjects of discussion among socialists!” he
told me rudely.

The North Vietnam situation in this connection was, in
fact, particularly uncomfortable. If Ho’s heart went out to
Moscow because he was a “Khrushchevist,” as did those of his
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of the Indochinese Communist Party. And China is very close. -".
President Ho’s portrait is flanked almost everywhere by

great brothers are called in Vietnam. At Hanoi, I visited an
Albanian exhibit that was primarily a display of Enver §
Hodja’s portraits. But if, when Ho Chi Minh represented his §

paying ringing homage to the Soviet Union.
A dangerous course to follow.

Between Peking and Moscow

After 1955 China considered herself responsible for the\,j
“Asiatic zone of influence” in the name of international com-
munism. Harrison Salisbury, the New York Times corre-{

leadership that had preoccupied the Soviets ever since the
spring of 1959.

Beginning in 1960 Chinese expansion in Southeast Asia:
decidedly worried the Soviet Union, even if the troubles en- 3
couraged or sustained by China in Laos and South Vietnam
had certain advantages for Moscow. In 1959 the Polish Am-
bassador to Hanoi confided to his colleague Erickson Brown, §
Canadian Ambassador and chief of the Canadian delegation }
to the International Control Commission, that the Soviet Am- §
bassador to North Vietnam had complained of the “aggressive
policy conducted by China,” which kept creating “annoyance §
and concern in his government.”

In Hanoi the divergencies between the Chinese and other §

THE VIEW FROM HANOI © 43

representatives of the socialist countries revolved perhaps less
around ideological factors, shifts in strategy, or national op-
position movements than around differences in behavior. The
daily living together, side by side, of thousands of Chinese ex-

erts and counselors and “European socialists” created a sit-
uation in North Vietnam to which those recently decolonized
have good reason to attach a great deal of importance. While
most of the social advisers and experts of European back-
ground stationed in Hanoi or other places in Vietnam often
complained to the local authorities about the absence of com-
fort and the poor dwellings offered them or criticized the bad
telephone communications, the Chinese behaved like people
accustomed to the traditional conditions of life as lived by the
Asiatic masses, as men “poor in spirit.” The Vietnamese ap-
preciated that.

On the whole the Chinese behaved cleverly in North Viet-
nam. They succeeded in attracting sympathy by following a
simple policy in order to make people forget the historical
past consisting entirely of Vietnam’s resistance to China’s
imperialism.

Vietnamese opinion of the Chinese generally depends on
the age of those concerned as well as the social class they be-
long to. The anti-Chinese sentiment is very active in the
countryside. In the towns it was rather strong among intel-
lectuals, and the people resented the fact that a good part of
Tonkin’s coal and rice from the Delta was sent to China, and
that there were not more Chinese products in Hanoi’s stores.
In their eyes the Chinese remained people to be mistrusted;
many thought that they had “only changed masters: yesterday
the French, today the Chinese.”

But among the small employees and officials firmly con-
trolled by the Party there was an apparently sincere admira-
tion for the “great brother country”; the ill feeling of the past
Was forgotten.

Those most favorably inclined to the Chinese were the
Young, who insisted that they understood them “better than
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the others,” an allusion to the European communists. The
young Vietnamese were impregnated with the idea of Asian
solidarity, more so even than with their fidelity to socialist
alliances. As a result they agreed with the daily statements,
made in each quarter, on the importance of Chinese economic
aid from old resistance fighters for whom the Chinese re- 3
mained war comrades against colonialism.

Strangely enough the Chinese colony was declining; it was }
estimated at about fifty thousand people—of whom almost 7}
half lived in Haiphong—where previously there were eighty |
thousand. The colony enjoyed no privilege whatsoever and the i}
embassy, it is said, never came to its aid; in case of trouble f
with local authorities the embassy sided with the latter. As in §
the South a “Vietnamization” of the Chinese elements was §
undertaken, but here in full agreement with the official repre-
sentatives of the Chinese government. 4

Stranger still was a regression with respect to the cultural §
position occupied by the Chinese at the time of colonization. §
In Chinese schools teachers of Chinese nationality taught ex- §
clusively in Chinese, but these schools no longer exist. All §
educational establishments provide the regular teaching pro- 4
gram of the People’s Democratic Republic of North Vietnam, §
and teaching of Chinese is limited to a few hours a week.* 3

Of course, there was in Hanoi a Chinese school, with two
thousand pupils, but it was controlled by the Department of - |
Education of the Vietnamese People’s Republic, though it had
been equipped by the Chinese People’s Republic. About sixty §
Chinese professors, most of whom were, however, born in i
Vietnam, were teaching there. The pupils were all Chinese. It
should also be noted that in 1961 the foreign-language sec- i
tions at the University of Hanoi comprised 180 students in
Chinese, as against 220 in Russian and 80 in English. The }
“Vietnamese-Chinese Friendship Association” has organized

* At the French lycée, which has kept the name of Albert Sarraut, Viet- {
namese pupils were receiving six hours of French instruction weekly. It is
true, however, that Paris carries the expense. 9
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evening courses attended by more than two thousand people.

Also, the Chinese section in the International Library at

Hanoi accounted for half of the books, and French-language

ublications were more numerous than Russian. Incidentally,
one could find there the works of Raymond Aron, though in
fewer numbers than those by Louis Aragon.

Thus, Chinese presence in North Vietnam was both con-
siderable and relatively discreet. No matter how favorable the
psychological current is to China, it must not be forgotten that
the Five Year Plan, the piatiletka, begun in 1961, is primarily
the work of Soviet experts, with Chinese economists mainly
confined to advisory roles.

In 1960, on the other hand, 500 fellowships were granted
by the Soviet Union to Vietnamese graduates, for the Petro-
leum Academy in Baku and the Marine Academy at Odessa,
while the Chinese granted only 350 during the same year, and
only for the purpose of forming cadres.

Conscious of the psychological errors they have committed,
the Soviets in Hanoi make efforts to improve their contacts
with their Vietnamese colleagues; Russian engineers have
begun to learn Vietnamese and are trying to adjust to the
popular psychology.

But one still frequently hears Soviet experts call Chinese
technicians “overseers” and the Vietnamese “poor copiers,”
while the Chinese experts, putting themselves on the level of
those with whom they talk, listen to grievances and sugges-
tions, and agree to take them into account and modify their
original plans. They know how to hide their technological
Superiority from their Vietnamese colleagues and give them
the impression that it is easy to come to an understanding “be-
tween Asiatics.”

. The given racial facts actually stil play a role that is hard to
Imagine. At receptions in Hanoi, just as in Peking, the

Whites” hardly mix with the “Yellows”; the relationships
bet“feen Russians and Chinese particularly are obviously cool.
Finally, the Russians are frequently surprised at the attach-
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ment on the part of the French for this country: even under ]:"
present circumstances some Frenchmen maintain relations of
human warmth with the Vietnamese such as no Soviet person

enjoys.

Even though aid received from China has been by far the §
most substantial (in 1960—61, it was on the order of $500,- §
000,000, as compared to a total of $200,000,000 in Euro-
pean aid*), the Vietnamese People’s Republic continued to
turn its eyes toward the Soviet Union. Why? It distinguished §
between the technological value of the Soviet and Chinese ex-
perts; it had, moreover, an unlimited respect and admiration
for the Soviet Union, that giant world power and head of the
socialist camp. And it had no illusions on the true sentiments §

animating the Chinese with regard to North Vietnam.

But the doctrinal and personal tendencies of the leaders §
must also be taken into account. Generally, the role of chief ]
Soviet sympathizer is attributed to Ho Chi Minh himself: §
“Ho Chu Tich”—*“the venerable President Ho.” This is so for .}
all sorts of reasons. First of all, in the eyes of this old Bol-
shevik, who left Paris in 1923 to receive his training in Mos-
cow, the Soviet Union remains the cradle of the revolution, %
just as it was for Maurice Thorez. Second, because Ho dedi- }
cated himself to the revolution at least as much out of national
passion as for reasons of social equality, and certainly more so 4
than from doctrinaire attachment, and also because his
career bears witness to many responses and decisions where
patriotism won out over ideology. There is the particularly
extraordinary gesture of 1945, without example in the history
of international communism: the dissolution of the Indo- 4
chinese Communist Party that he had founded, and that he §

scuttled in order to facilitate union.

By temperament, intellectual inclination, and political
choice, the founder of Viet Minh is a “Rightist” among
Marxist-Leninists, like Bukharin or Togliatti; everything was

* These figures remained substantially the same until 1964.
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pound to lead him to endorse Khrushchev’s strategy; by all
evidence he is a precursor of Khrushchevism.

Let us not forget either that this Vietnamese nationalist
could not but have a certain mistrust of the Chinese. Even
though China was now draped in Red and brotherly affection
in most ways, it was inexorably the heir of an empire that for
centuries had effaced now Vietnam, now Annam from the
map of the world. Finally, let us add this: for Ho Chi Minh, a
Bolshevik since the earliest days, who was one of the founders
of the Comintern, and who even seemed to be the possible
leader of Asiatic communism in the years 1925-1928, Mao.
Tse-tung is not as fabulous a personage as he is in the eyes of
almost all Far Eastern revolutionaries. Certainly, Ho credits
his Chinese colleague with a great preéminence in matters of
strategic invention and doctrinal competence; but he regards
him only as one of his peers who has more means at his com-
mand rather than more constancy or revolutionary merit.

Apart from the last argument, the same reasons have led
Ho Chi Minh’s most faithful disciples—such as Prime Minis-
ter Pham Van Dong, son of a mandarin, and Gen. Vo Nguyen
Giap, or Vice-President Ton Duc Thang, old mutineer of the
Black Sea together with André Marty—to follow the old
leader on the road shown by Moscow.

Let us give some examples. Before the National Assembly,
on December 23, 1959, President Ho Chi Minh praised “the
leadership role played by the Soviet Union in the domain of
science and peace,” without making any reference to China.
Similarly, on the celebration of the fifteenth anniversary of the
army, the prime minister spoke in the same terms of the
Sf)Viet Union, making only brief mention of the military
a“_i granted by China. Again, on January 1, President Ho Chi
Minh in his traditional speech, in the presence of the diplo-
atic corps, praised Premier Khrushchev and the Soviet
Union while making no allusion to China.

. Until May 1959, however, the talk and speeches and writ-
1ngs were always of the “fraternal socialist camp led by the




48 - VIETNAM: BETWEEN TWO TRUCES

Soviet Union, and aided by the Republic of China.” During |
the following twenty months the formula employed was §
solely “the fraternal socialist camp led by the Soviet Union.”

But the partisans of an increasingly close understanding §
with China, who take inspiration from Chinese methods and |
strategies, have in their favor the direct support of Peking and §
they play on the constant pressure the Chinese can exercise in §
their capacity as a neighbor, and also on the aid in cadres and §
matériel that China furnishes to the Vietnamese People’s Re- §
public. i
The principal representative of this tendency is Truong§
Chinh, former secretary-general of the Lao Dong (Labor
Party, the North Vietnamese Communist Party). This son of
a mandarin was considered for a long time the best Viet-
namese doctrinaire communist, and his pamphlet distributed
in 1947 under the title “The Resistance Will Win” was re-: ;'
garded for years as the Bible of the communists. Obsessed;§
like the Chinese, with the myth of the “great leap forward,”
he tried in 1955 to put through the agrarian reform at such a§
pace that eighteen months later North Vietnam was on the §
brink of a general uprising. Mutinies had already broken out |
in the region of Vinh. Truong Chinh was relieved of his func- §
tion as secretary-general of the Party,* and his most famous
personal and ideological adversary, General Giap, was
charged with pronouncing, in the name of the Party, a terrible
self-criticism against “Leftist” excesses.

If, after 1960, Truong Chinh, president of the Permanent
Committee of the National Assembly, again emerged as th
most important personage of the country next to Ho C
Minh, it was because he represented the incarnation of the'}
policy of alliance with China and of recourse to Peking’s {
methods. But the more the war in the South continues and |
with it the policy of austerity, the more American intervention:
is intensified and the more the authority and the prestige of
the doctrinaire and intransigent ideologists grow. 1

* He was replaced by Ho Chi Minh himself.
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This basic aspect of the situation was evident at the Third
Congress of the North Vietnamese Communist Party.

The Congress of 1960

From September 5-10, 1960, the Third Congress of the
Vietnamese Communist Party took place in Hanoi, in the pres-
ence of representatives of the Communist parties of the Soviet
Union, China, all other socialist countries, and France, India,
Indonesia, Japan, Canada, Italy, and Morocco. The 500,000
members—this is the official figure—of the Vietnamese Com-
munist Party were represented at this Congress by 576 dele-
gates and candidate-delegates.

In the name of the Central Committee, Le Duan, member
of the Politbureau, gave the general political report analyzing
the situation and outlining the fundamental tasks of the Party,
while Le Duc Tho and Nguyen Duy Trinh, also Politbureau
members, presented a report on the modifications of the Party
statutes and on the directives and tasks of the 1961—1965 Five
Year Plan. Others also spoke on ideological tasks, problems.
of state, the function of democracy, and national defense.

“After ten days of work,” said the final communiqué, “the
Congress concluded its efforts on the evening of the tenth,
after unanimously approving the roads for the building of
socialism in the North, and the peaceful reunification of the
country.”

The Congress also elected a new Central Committee, con-
sisting of forty-three members and twenty-eight applicants,
reorganizing the composition of the general staff in Hanoi as.
follows: president of the Central Committee: Ho Chi Minh;
first secretary of the Communist Party: Le Duan; members of
the Politbureau: Ho Chi Minh, Le Duan, Truong Chinh,
Pham Van Dong, Pham Nung, Vo Nguyen Giap, Le Duc
Tho, Nguyen Chi Thanh, Nguyen Duy Trinh,* Le Thanh
Nghl Hoang Van Hoan. Finally, the new secretariat com-

* Named foreign secretary in February 1965.
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prised seven members: Le Duan, Pham Hung, Le Duc Tho,
Nguyen Chi Thanh, Hoang Anh, To Huu, Le Van Luong.

Despite the climate of the Congress, which was marked by
the very favorable reception of the Soviet delegation and
the relatively cool reception accorded to the Peking repre-
sentatives led by the very famous Li Fu Chun, its labors
had two principal results: the promotion of Le Duan to the
post of secretary-general of the Party, and the emphasis that
was placed on the reunification with the South. It was quickly
realized, in addition, that the two results were closely inter-
-connected.

The new secretary-general, succeeding Ho Chi Minh in this
key post of the Lao Dong, was in effect an old fighter from the
South. Though born at Haiphong, Tonkin’s great port, he
spent several war years in Cochinchina as political commissar
of Zone East. His promotion was the symbol of a policy of
reunification, and of support for Nam Bo’s guerrilla fighters.
Finally, the last motion of the Congress placed the accent on
the “liberation” of the South from the pro-American dictator-
ship. Independent of the reception accorded to the Soviet dele-
gates, the Third Congress ended with the triumph of the
Chinese theses of permanent revolution and acceleration
of the “anti-imperialist” struggle. Diem accounted for much
of that: the excesses of a conservative mandarin inscribed
themselves objectively in the “line” of a Marxist-Leninist anal-
ysis and strategy.

The most important, though tacit, result of the Third Con-
gress was the approval given by the strategists of the North to
the creation in the South of a revolutionary organization that
was openly to take the lead in the subversion of the Diem
regime.

3

9999999

The Birth of the

National Liberation Front

Except for Lenin’s party, revolutionary movements have
rarely announced their existence before going into action:
only when their strength is affirmed do they take on their
name, their form, sometimes even their ideology. Thus, the
National Liberation Front of South Vietnam did not wait to
be known by that name to carry out its first strikes. But once
it was organized, shaped, and named, in December 1960, it
assumed a dimension and efficiency that have continued to
grow.

When at the end of July 1954 the Geneva Armistice Agree-
ments were signed between France and the revolutionary
movements of the three Indochinese nations ( Vietnam, Laos,
Cambodia), and Vietnam’s division along the 17th Parallel
was decided, the communist cadres that had been operating
in the South accepted for the most part the decisions made
at Geneva and regrouped in Tonkin and North Annam. They
were divided into two groups, one joining the Tonkinese in
“building socialism” under the aegis of Ho Chi Minh, its war-
lord and common inspirer; the other remaining where it was
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in order to establish the foundations of the revolutionary §

movement.

But even the latter, regrouped south of the 17th Parallel L‘

into four zones—Quang Ngai, Binh Dinh in the Central re-

gion, the Plain of Joncs, and Ca Mau Peninsula in the South— A
that had been Viet Minh bases and were to become the centers §
from which the Viet Cong emerged, behaved at first like peo- §
ple who did not want to jeopardize what had been agreed 1
upon at Geneva. Communist discipline played its part, and |
even though the Viet Minh had been forced to make much |
greater concessions on July 20 than the guerrillas had antici- §
pated, especially after their victory at Dien Bien Phu, the
guarantee given to the agreements by Molotov and Chou

En-lai forced the militants to observe them.

Before returning to the North in 1956, however, the Viet
Minh cadres had prepared for the future: in the beginning of }
1955, after a visit to one of the Southern zones still controlled
by the Viet Minh, Joseph Alsop had written in The New
Yorker of June 25: “I could hardly imagine a Communist k.
government that was also a popular government and almost

a democratic government.”

But the various national and religious forces that had been
only wartime allies for the Vietnamese communists did not 1

consider themselves bound by these agreements and refused to
bow before the commitments taken in the name of the guer-
rillas by the Marxist leaders, or to yield to the authority of the

new chief of government in Saigon, Ngo Dinh Diem. Soon
the Ngo family’s “witch hunting” policy no longer left open to
the growing number of its opponents any alternatives other i
than prison, exile, or the guerrilla forces. Soon future Presi-
dent Suu was in jail, all the former government chiefs were in
exile, and many people who wanted primarily to escape the §

pursuit of Diem’s police or Nhu’s “Republican Youth” were in
the guerrilla forces.
From then on the Saigon authorities called every dissatisfied

person a communist or 2 Viet Cong. In 1959, speaking in 1
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Saigon with the minister of information of that period, Tran
Chan Thanh, I tried to suggest that perhaps certain of the
guerrillas were members of the sects persecuted by the regime,
such as the Caodaists, Hoa-Hao, or Binh-Xuyen. But this
quite intelligent man made every effort to demonstrate to me
that only communists opposed the regime. Since then he him-
self has become an opponent of the regime, without having
converted to communism.

The Turning Point: 19591960

During 1959 the regime’s situation in the South changed
decisively. It was then that the only attempt at a democratic
election, made at the request of Washington, proved em-
barrassing: Dr. Phan Quang Dan, a notorious anti-commu-
nist, was triumphantly elected in Saigon over the official
candidate. This choice was later invalidated. At that very
time, as we have seen, new legislation promulgated in
Saigon opened the great period of the “witch hunt”: four
persons out of five became suspects and liable to imprison-
ment if not execution. War generally entails extraordinary
legislation; one can say that here extraordinary legislation
entailed war. The Marxist organizations hardly took the first
steps. But, taken by the throat, they counterattacked.

Thus, in the Quang Ngai district, about sixty miles south
of the 17th Parallel in a region controlled by the most violent
anti-communist members of Ngo Dinh Diem’s regime—
his older brother, Archbishop Thuc, and his younger brother,
Ngo Dinh Can—a guerrilla force began to operate that was
probably the first sign of the reactivation of communist organ-
isms. In most other cases, at the periphery of the Plain of
Joncs or in the Transbassac or in the Ben Cat region north of
the capital, subversive groups fighting the regime had a pri-
marily nationalist or religious orientation.

Probably the actual birth of the National Liberation Front
must be traced back to March 1960. At that time a group of
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the old resistance fighters assembled in Zone D (eastern
Cochinchina), issued a proclamation calling the prevailing
situation “intolerable” for the people as a result of Diem’s

actions, and called upon patriots to regroup with a view to-

ward ultimate collective action. At the same time a letter by

Nguyen Huu Tho, president of the Committee of Peace and 4

therefore incarcerated in the Saigon region, was read to the
militants. This letter encouraged his comrades to resistance.
No actual signal was given; the principal decisions were
made only six months later. But the little Congress of March
1960 was in some ways the “general call” for the creation of

the Front, the signal that, coming from the South, was to

force the government in the North to assume its responsibility.
The Third Congress of the Lao Dong publicly expressed
the intention of the Northern leaders not to disinterest them-

selves in the affairs of the South. “Liberation of South Viet-

nam from American imperialism” was then placed on equal
footing with the establishment of socialism in the North.

But the Hanoi leaders took verbal precautions and stated
specifically that the two revolutions ought to follow different

strategies, in response to local situations. It must be pointed
out that the Hanoi leaders—still careful—did not make this
turn except at the specific demand and under the moral pres-
sure of the militants in the South, who criticized their North-
ern comrades’ relative passivity in the face of the repression
exercised against them by the Saigon authorities; they ex-
pressed their disappointment in the softness with which the
Hanoi leaders and their allies in the socialist camp had reacted
to the non-observance of the 1956 general elections that had
been stipulated by the negotiators in Geneva with a view to
reunifying the country.

If the Hanoi Congress of September 1960 marked the be-

ginning of the North Vietnamese entry into the game and of

Northern “streamlining” of the rebellion in the South, it was
not only because the Congress brought Le Duan to the post
of secretary-general, but mainly because the Lao Dong was to
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authorize the creation in the Southern zone of a genuine revo-
lutionary organization: the National Liberation Front. This
organization was to be autonomous, but was evidently going
to be tied rather closely to the Lao Dong in order to be able to
demand from it aid against the Saigon regime.

At the end of 1960 the latter was to receive a rude shock:
on November 11 several units of paratroopers rebelled against
the Diem regime, and Diem, his palace encircled, owed his
rescue only to the hesitation of the Putschists. Superficially
the coup of the paratroopers had nothing to do with the activ-
ity of the nationalists and pro-communist guerrillas; but the
defiance of Diem by his best troops showed to what extent his
power was brittle. Some drew the consequences.

Five weeks after the coup, on December 20, 1960, about a
hundred persons who had gone underground announced from
“somewhere in Nam Bo” the creation of the “National Libera-
tion Front of South Vietnam.” If that organization could
hardly be identified by the personalities of its leaders, which
were kept secret, one could obtain an idea of its orientation
from the ten-point program that was soon broadcast over
Radio Hanoi.

It was a strange text, a mixture of incitement to social
effort that could have come from a religious paternalist re-
gime, and violent denunciations of American policy, which
established the tone. The choice of the word “imperialism”
and particularly the condemnation of American “monopo-
lies” (which really had little to do with the case) made it
sound Marxist. But the “Ten Points of the N.L.F. [National
Liberation Front]” also showed a certain moderation and
accented the neutrality that was to be established in the
South, which was somewhat in contradiction with the inten-
tion to do away with the zoning of Vietnam, as the North was
not going to declare itself neutral. The text was patently the
result of a hasty compromise between Southern democrats
desirous of gaining the sympathy of the masses and commu-
nist cadres anxious to maintain their contact with the North.
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In all, these ten points were reminiscent of the programs
disseminated by the Viet Minh in 1941, at a time when the
communist leaders, because they found themselves in the
territory of a China governed by the Kuomintang and because
they wanted to dominate their nationalist companions, prac-
ticed a policy of common front that was so subtle and so care-
fully designed that they gained the support of the American
General Gallagher.

Thus was the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam
born at the end of December 1960. And at that time the situa-
tion developed from obscure combat between a motley crew
of dissidents and a neo-fascist system into a regular war be-
tween a popular organization with a rather vague ideology
controlled by communists and an increasingly military regime
controlled by Americans.

But who was the leader of the N.L.F.? He was to appear
only one year after the creation of the Front: Nguyen Huu
Tho, a Saigon lawyer who had been interned for five years as
president of the Saigon-Cholon Committee of Peace, an or-
ganization whose communist sympathies were apparently con-
sidered criminal by the Ngo family. In December 1961 the
Viet Cong network succeeded in organizing Tho’s escape.
Tho, an intellectual of French culture, was a former student
at the law school of Aix-en-Provence; he was a politically un-
committed pacifist until 1952, when he openly advocated for
negotiations with the Viet Minh.

Tho was fifty-two at the time, thin, rather tall; his regular

face, crossed by deep wrinkles, had a grave, rather gentle
look, and his gray hair was bushy and ruffled. He looked like
the poet Boris Pasternak rather than a political leader, still
less a military one. In his interviews he was not very dogmatic.
His thinking was colored by Marxism as was his vocabulary.
But one did not receive the impression that he was a cog in a
machine. Questions about his attachment to “personalism”
(the doctrine locally perverted by the abuse Nhu made of it)
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rovoked an ironic and ambiguous response, never a vio-
Jent denial. And if he was asked about the dissensions within
the Front, he occasionally gave a substantive answer rather
than feigning the astonishment customary when such ques-
tions are raised.

Bit by bit, the war was to extend and the Front to assume
its more or less final form, first with the creation in the South
of the People’s Revolutionary Party that was to be the “Left
Wing” of the N.L.F., then with the establishment in Saigon
of a veritable military command, under the direction of Gen-
eral Harkins; finally with the First Congress of the Front in
March 1962.

On January 15, 1962, the People’s Revolutionary Party
was set up; unlike the N.L.F., this did not try to hide its
Marxist allegiance. This movement, which came to belong to
the revolutionary Front, was soon to appear as the radical
branch of the N.L.F. Commenting on this development in a
Tass broadcast on January 18, United States Ambassador
Frederick Nolting stated that Hanoi’s leadership of the N.L.F.
could no longer be denied; this was not at all evident, since
the communists had been sufficiently well implanted in the
South for twenty-five years to set up their own organization.

Did Nolting want to say that a movement of this type would
not be created without agreement from the North, that the
North was unconcerned about directly compromising Marx-
ism-Leninism in a hapless adventure? Hanoi actually seemed
to hold to the strategy of “prior authorization” concerning the
initiatives and activities of the revolutionaries in the South.
What Ho wanted to maintain was less the leadership than the
control. It seems that the formation of the People’s Revolu-
tionary Party (P.R.P.) gave him the means better to control
the N.L.F. with a genuine nucleus of militants, called “party
of the labor and working class,” which in effect was a
Counterpart of the Lao Dong in the South.

It should be noted that the creation of the P.R.P. followed
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by several days a very significant exchange of visits: in§
the first days of January, after a journey to Hanoi by Chinese g
Marshal Yek Chie Ying, Huynh Van Tam, delegate of the
Labor Association for the Liberation of South Vietnam, went
to Peking. The decision to create the P.R.P. seems to have
been connected with this exchange of visits, just as the crea-
tion of the N.L.F. was connected with the Congress of the
Lao Dong at Hanoi fifteen months earlier.

Why create, in the heart of this Front, this compromlsmg
P.R.P.? Several hypotheses have been offered: (1) Peking
forced Hanoi and the revolutionaries in the South to “show
their colors,” and not to be content to engage in a combat with
imprecise ideological foundations and vague objectives; (2)
on the contrary, the “Rightists” of Asian socialism wanted to
distinguish the moderates from the Front, and by giving them
a solid Left Wing of the Laotian Pathet Lao type, permit them
to play the “Centrist” role played by Souvanna Phouma in the
kingdom to the west. 1

Americans on the whole seemed to favor the first hypothe-
sis, since they too selected the “hard line” by creating several
days later, February 8, 1962, the command of the strategic
Vietnam-Thailand sector and entrusting it to a military man
of great reputation, Gen. Paul Harkins, former chief of
staff at Tokyo. Thus the Pentagon assimilated South Vietnam
into the SEATO countries in contradiction to the special stip-
ulations of Geneva. The choice of direct intervention had been
made.

In March 1962 the National Liberation Front of South
Vietnam held its First Congress. The delegates elected Nguyen | &
Huu Tho president and Professor Nguyen Van Hieu secretary- |
general. Like these two, most of the members of the Central
Committee were moving spirits in the Congress of Peace of
the Saigon-Cholon region, founded in 1954, an 1n51gn1ﬁcant 1
pro-Viet Minh organization, none of whose leaders is con- §
sidered a member of the communist organization proper. Hleu
was regarded as pro-Chinese, while most of the others were
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regarded as progressives, close to the communists but not in-
dentured to them.

On the other hand one of the five vice-presidents was
automatically a member of the P.R.P., so that if the Central
Committee was to be composed of fifty-five members, the
participants in the Congress of March 1962 decided to make
twenty-three seats available to people who wanted to join the
organization. This attitude of making overtures of at least a
tactical nature was to remain constant with the N.L..F., and
was what kept the Front from setting up a “provisional gov-
ernment,” in order not to set the lines too rigidly and to retain
opportunities of enlarging itself by including other “tend-
encies.”

But the most interesting result of the N.L.F. Congress was:
the text of its platform, which though clearly revolutionary
with regard to economic and social matters, prescribed a turn
in foreign policy toward a neutrality greatly independent
from the North. It was stated by the Congress, no longer
as in December 1960, that the objective was the reunification
of the two zones and the independence of South Vietnam.
The latter would establish diplomatic relations with all coun-
tries, accept aid from states having different political regimes,
and aim at “forming a peace zone, including Laos and Cam-
bodia.”

Was this a turn to the Right? It was at least a policy of the
outstretched hand toward all nationalists. In addition, on the
previous January 17 the N.L.F. had launched an appeal to
the “patriotism” of the members of the Diem army. All this
looked as though Hanoi, certain of retaining in the midst of
the N.L.F. a fifth column in the form of the P.R.P., permitted
the Front to play its card of “non-commitment,” in order to be
able further to seduce the masses and particularly the Saigon
intellectuals. This was a good strategy, to be sure, and it was
to prove fruitful.

The N.L.F. was to go even further the following July, on
the occasion of the eighth anniversary of the Geneva Agree-
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ments, by launching “four proposals for the national good,”
of which the third was an offer of co-operation with the “par-
ties, sects, and groups representing all political tendencies,
social strata, religions, and nationalities of South Vietnam”;
and the fourth was a proposition to make “South Vietnam,
Laos, and Cambodia a neutral zone with all three states en-
joying sovereign rights.” The North or reunification were no
longer even mentioned, for whatever reason. b

But, militarily, the N.L.F. proved itself at once: in J. anuary i
1963 the battle of Ap Bac, near My Tho, took place, in the }
course of which a dozen American helicopters were brought
down.

American Intervention

From “Adviser” to Combatant

While the N.L.F. organized itself and tried to define its doc-
trine and political strategy, the United States found itself
more involved every day in the wheels of war. In 1959 the
Diem regime had hardened and changed from rigor to frenzy;
in 1960 the N.L.F. had been created with the authorization of
Hanoi, which thus renounced its non-intervention; in 1961
the United States entered the war.

American military men were no strangers to Vietnam.
From before the first Indochinese war they had been there—
in the other camp, to be sure, in the camp of the Viet Minh
that was to become the Viet Cong; men like General Gal-
lagher and Major Patti had hoisted the Stars and Stripes on
the side of Ho Chi Minh and Giap in 1945. Those were the
Steps into the clouds of Roosevelt’s anti-colonialism.

But very soon these imprudent people had ylelded to

“serious” men; in 1950 there came the military missions,
Which, on the basis of their experience in the Philippines
and Korea, were to teach guerrilla warfare to French officers.
Of these activities there remained some echoes in The Ugly
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American, in which a certain Yankee arrived in the midst
of the battle for the Tonkin delta to teach Mao Tse-tung’s
methods—as I can testify from direct observation—to people
who had tried to apply such methods for years. Both sides
were annoyed that revolution was not made by certain recipes
and that if there were any recipes at all, those of revolution
could not be applied to counter-revolution. (Even so, ten
years later, Henry Cabot Lodge was to declare in Paris that
Algeria’s parachuting colonels had shown what should be
done in South Vietnam.)
In short, before the “French” war came to an end, generals
like O’Daniel and Van Fleet made their appearance at the §
side of Generals de Lattre de Tassigny, Salan, and Navarre, ‘§
and told them how to apply the lessons of Korea. Then, in ;
the spring of 1954, Paris and Saigon asked the pilots and §
marines of the U. S. Air Force and U. S. Navy for means t
smash Giap’s legions. From Hawaii and Manila the na
promised victory at Dien Bien Phu with the help of Operation
Vulture. The operation never came off.
But the road was open for some relief after the Geneva ac-:
cords. To be sure, on July 21, 1954, the Americans, though-
refusing to confirm the texts signed by France or endorsed by
the majority of the conference members, had applauded th
solution obtained by Mendés-France with the help of Eden
and Molotov. Gen. Bedell Smith, chief of the American '
delegation, though ill at his hotel, had gone to the Cointrin
airport to salute the French premier, who was returning to:
Paris in a hurry. He kept saying to Mendés-France: “You are
a national hero!” And in Washington, President Eisenhower §
declared: “I have nothing better to offer.” i
But American diplomacy, operating on several levels, had‘,{‘
set up at the same time, i.e., in September, the SEATO pact §
organization in Manila, and in Saigon had organized France’s {3
relief with American troops (after the Diem government had
forced France to withdraw its last troops in April 1956). The §
first phase of this replacement was accomplished in December
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1954 after an accord had been signed by General Ely, general
commissar of France, and his American opposite number,
Lawton Collins. In accordance with their agreement the train-
ing of Vietnamese forces was to pass from the French to the
Americans. This training was progressively to change into
aid in the form of equipment, from equipment to cadres, from
cadres to combat support, from combat support to actual re-
placements.

In any event, between 1956 and 1962 American credits to
the army in Vietnam rose rapidly and in 1961 came to $300,-
000,000. By 1960 the military mission, the M.A.A.G. (Mili-
tary Aid and Advisory Group), under General Williams
numbered more than four thousand “advisers.”

It was in this period, after a time of relative quiet, that deci-
sive changes took place, following the uncovering of scandals
connected with American aid to Vietnam. The year 1959
then witnessed the transition of the Saigon regime to total
war. In 1960 the N.L.F. was formed. It was also the year of
Kennedy’s election to the Presidency—an event that could be
interpreted in a variety of ways.

Senator Kennedy had declared in 1954:

I'am convinced that American military aid, no matter
how extensive, cannot crush an enemy who is every-
where and nowhere, . . . an enemy of the people who
at the same time commands the support and sympathy
of the entire people. . . . For the United States, to in-
terfere unilaterally and send troops to the most difficult
terrain in the world creates a much more complicated
situation even than in Korea. . . .

But Kennedy was also the most prominent member of a
family, which, like the Ngo clan would listen to the advice of
Fhe Catholic hierarchy—which is relatively without influence
In American domestic policy—on the subject of such groups
as the Tonkin refugees. He was a man who would vacillate
between justice and power, as demonstrated by the Bay of
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Pigs affair, and not “pull down the American standard” und
any circumstances. Generous when he had the choice, he be-
came extremist when American grandeur was being defied
and that was the case in South Vietnam.

From the beginning of 1961 Kennedy wrestled with the
most difficult problem facing his administration. He tried t
separate the two Indochinese problems, to make peace i
Laos while trying to win the war in Vietnam, and he did thig
to the point of exhaustion. He nevertheless dissassociated him
self increasingly from the Ngo regime, until the “brawl” of the
summer of 1963, and in September of that year he solemnly:§
denounced at the U.N. the anti-Buddhist policy of the Saigons§
government. But how can one disassociate a regime from th
policy it makes and symbolizes? There, too, Kennedy failed#
to understand the interconnection, only to arrive three weeks
before his death at the bloody expedient of November I;§
1963: the assassination of the Ngos, which his representativew; ‘
covered up, probably fully aware of what they were doing. 4

In 1961 that point had not yet been reached. Kennedy was
trying to find a way. He was to send three successive missions.
to Vietnam in search of the truth: in April, Vice-Presiden:
Johnson; from May to July, Professor Eugene Staley of Stan
ford Research Institute; and in September, Gen. Maxwell 8
Taylor, the most prestigious of his military advisers, together.
with the economist Walt Rostow, the most respected of his
civilian advisers.

Appearances to the contrary, the second of these missions
was the most important. After a stay of six weeks in Saigon,
with the help of the Vietnamese economist Vu Quoc Thuc, a
law professor at Saigon, and under the direction of Ngo Dinh
Nhu, Diem’s brother and “political adviser,” Staley worked
out a war doctrine and an action plan that was to be applied
in Vietnam for two years—and more.

The “Staley Plan” is known particularly by the “strategic
hamlets” formula it advocated. But the project was much
more ambitious; it defined an entire war policy. On the m
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tary plane Staley and Thuc recommended placing emphasis
on the village militias that would be supplied with modern
weapons and on the Garde Nationale, whose effectives would
be doubled. They also recommended that the 170,000 men
of the regular army be trained in jungle fighting. More-
over, American military advisers were to set up local “Ranger
troops” to co-operate with the “Republican Youths” (whose
orientation was the same as that of the regime). Finally, the
Vietnamese soldiers were to receive some psychological in-
struction because, according to Time, which was regarded by
the American army as gospel, “the bad behavior of the sol-
diers had been one of the principal reasons for the villagers’
grievances against the government.”

On the social and economic plane the “agro-city” experi-
ment, already tried three years earlier, was to be resumed.
There were twenty-six such agro-cities in all, and the plan
proposed to boost that figure to over a hundred in the course
of a year. Around those agro-cities the strategic hamlets were
to be set up, surrounded by bamboo hedges and supplied with
guard towers able to receive villagers returning from the fields
at night. In this fashion peasants working during the day in
the agro-cities could, according to the plan, always find pro-
tection in the strategic hamlets at night. The latter, it was cal-
culated, would be able to offer protection and shelter to over
eight hundred thousand inhabitants of a rural population of
eight million, i.e., for 10 per cent of the population. But
Staley’s economic program was dependent upon the mobiliza-
tion of considerable military means.

Charged with the execution of the plan was Sterling J.
Cotrell, who, said Time, favored the employment in Southeast
Asia of “rough and unorthodox methods to stop the commu-
nists.” This State Department official led the Special Viet-
namese Task Force created by President Kennedy after Vice-
President Johnson’s visit to Saigon. His deputy for military
questions was Gen. Edward Lonsdale, the Pentagon’s guer-
rilla expert, who had helped Ramon Magsaysay to crush
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the Huks in the Philippines and had counseled Diem in 1955
during the battle against the Binh-Xuyen. This general was

also well known as one of the originators of American special
services in Southeast Asia. One of his subordinates told the

South Vietnamese forces: “To defeat the brigands, you must

k2]

become brigands. . . .

I shall return later to the application and the results of the
Staley Plan of 1961, particularly the strategic hamlets. But
as of the following October a new mission from Washington '
came up with some reservations on these magic formulas.
General Taylor himself, aided by Rostow (the man of the {
“take-off,” associated with that of the “flexible response”), .

objected that such a program could bear fruit and convince
the population only if the regime implementing it had more
credit with the masses. Therefore a program of relative dem-

ocratization was devised to supplement that of Professor.

Staley’s “military economy.”

Saigon’s reaction was extremely strong. The Taylor report

was received with great indignation by Diem and, conse-
quently, by the Saigon press: Washington dared to interfere
in South Vietnam’s political life! What audacity! And the
dictator’s reply to Ambassador Nolting’s suggestion that some
popular measures be taken to improve public opinion was to
increase taxes.

Washington was not discouraged. And three months later
Kennedy made one of the gravest decisions with regard to the
war: he appointed in Saigon a commander-in-chief for Viet-
nam and Thailand, which meant that he was now deliberately
rejecting the earlier hypocrisy and accepting the fact that the
time of advisers had passed and that the time of direct inter-
vention had arrived.

He appointed a high-ranking commander, Gen. Paul Hark-
ins, former chief of the general staff in Tokyo; General
Wede, a parachutist of considerable renown, was made his
deputy. American effectives rapidly increased from eight
thousand to fifteen thousand men, of whom a tenth, then a
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fifth, and then a quarter were combatants. Special Forces
groups were formed at Fort Benning, Georgia; instructed in
the Vietnamese language, they were to be charged with creat-
ing uneasiness in the Viet Cong zone and—who knows?—
also farther to the north.

This trend toward escalation was intensified in June 1962
by the publication of a report of the International Control
Commission created by the Geneva Conference of 1954 and
composed of Indian, Canadian, and Polish diplomats. The
observers—with the Poles dissenting—denounced Hanoi’s
growing intervention in the conflict in the South, and revealed
that supplies and weapons came from the North through Laos.
It is true that the same organization also criticized—without
the approval of the Canadian member—American interven-
tion, which it considered to be in conflict with the Geneva
Agreements. But it was enough for the Americans to have
the report in support of their thesis: they cared little that it
criticized an action which took liberties with a text they had
not signed.

The U.S. war effort kept increasing during all of 1962; the
partisans of direct action cited the facilities given to the com-
munists by the agreement on Laos in order to push for a con-
stant reinforcement of military means against the Viet Cong.
This trend was not to reverse itself again.

On October 10, 1962, Ngo Dinh Diem, speaking at the
Saigon Assembly, declared: “We are no longer face to face
with a guerrilla situation, but a genuine war. . . .” Whose
fault was it?

Whose fault, indeed? It certainly cannot be claimed that
the Hanoi leaders or the leaders of the insurrection in the
South were pure pacifists, nor that they were leaders who were
concerned only with the defense of the rights of a hard-pressed
people. But it must be admitted that the unleashing of the war
machine that faced the Ngos from 1962 on had not been the
doing of the insurgents.

It was the dictatorship in the South that kindled the fire:
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(1) By beginning after 1956, and particularly with the
legislation of 1959, the “witch hunt” that, as we have seen,
left no choice to those in opposition except prison, exile, or 4
joining the guerrillas; [

(2) By categorically and haughtily rejecting all Hanoi 4
overtures for arriving at the unification foreseen in the Geneva
Agreements of 1954—whose execution would have benefited 4
the North. In 1955 and 1956 the leaders of the Vietnamese
People’s Republic made it known in Saigon, on several occa-
sions and through several intermediaries, that they were ready §
to postpone the plebiscite and to appeal to a foreign arbiter. 3
They received nothing but rebuffs; !

(3) By declining all forms of relationship with the North §
which, in the conviction that Saigon would cut short all at-
tempts at reunification, tried—particularly in 1958—to estab-
lish cultural and economic relations between the two zones.
Saigon did not even deign to reply to these “Reds”; 1

(4) By provoking American aid, which turned from eco-
nomic aid in 1954 to military aid in 1956, in direct, evident, 7}
and crying contradiction to the 1954 Geneva accords,
which Washington had not entirely approved but which its b
representative had said they did not want to jeopardize;

(5) Finally, by aggravating the “witch hunt” by adding an
increasingly discriminatory policy with regard to a religious |
group that had been insignificant before the Ngos acceded to
power, but was to become a determining force in the spring of 7§
1963. What neither military coup nor American pressure had
accomplished was made inevitable by several thousand un-
armed men: the Buddhists were the primary reason for the fall §
of a dictatorship resting on a religious minority and plagued '}
by misfortune in war. ;

I11

THE END OF
THE NGOS




The Devouring Pyres

One fine day these men with shaven skulls, brown togas, and
light umbrellas sprang up in their own country like Martians.
An old colonial official, accustomed during a half century to
putting Indochina in its place and maintaining the order of
Cao Bang in the Plain of Joncs, would have been quite sur-
prised to discover them in such numbers in Saigon in 1963,
and to see them pose as arbiters in a national dispute in which
they had so far played a minor role.

There had been in the South, of course, “neo-Buddhist”
sects—such as the Hoa-Hao or the Caodaists—who had bor-
rowed some of the teachings of Buddha, but not more than
they had borrowed from Taoism, magic practices, regional
folklore, from the powerful tradition of secret Annamite so-
cieties, from French literature, Christian teachings, and the
Freemasons. The Vietnamese are not irreligious, but they join
churches only when the latter are camouflaged as combat
groups. _

In fact, the ancestor cult dominates all others. In a letter
to U. S. Ambassador Frederick Nolting in 1963, protesting
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Washington aid to a fanatically Catholic regime that op-
pressed Buddhism, a group of Vietnamese maintained that §
their people were and remained people of Tien Rong— |

“Fairies and Dragons”—and specified:

Our people look back upon four thousand years of his-
tory. We have our own religion—that of Ancestors,
whose relics are in the temple of King Hung Vuong, first
sovereign of the Tien Rong, who was brought up at Phu
Tho (North) where for thousands of years the people
have commemorated this first ancestor.

The authors of this very significant letter added:

Even though we have suffered more than a thousand
years of domination on the part of the Chinese who tried
to assimilate us with the help of Confucianism, we have
remained Vietnamese and retained our loyalty to the
memory of our ancestor King Hung Vuong. As far as the
great religions are concerned, we have three: Confucian-
ism, Buddhism and Taoism. No matter how different
these religions may be, our ancestors knew how to as-
similate all three of them, and to integrate them into a
sort of unique “vision of the world” that entered into the
mores and customs of our people. One characteristic of
the union of the three religions in Vietnam is the exist-
ence of the so-called Pagodas of the Three Religions,
seats of the Buddhist cult where homage is also paid to
Lao-tse and Confucius.

Seasoned observers had meanwhile revealed, after the end §
of World War I, that societies for the reéstablishment of §
Buddhism had been set up in Hanoi, Saigon, and particularly
in the Center, at Hue, the region in which Catholicism had not
been implanted without suffering or inflicting violence. Cir- §
cles for Buddhist studies showed a certain vitality there, often ',:j
encouraged by the colonial administration, which was just as
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glad to deflect the politically and socially exigent intelligent-
sia toward such spiritual pursuits.

But all this was only one of the important components of
Vietnamese society. In the neighboring kingdoms—Cambo-
dia, Laos, Thailand—Buddhism was powerful and prosper-
ous. But it existed in a different form, that of the “Small
Vehicle” (Hinayana, or rather Theravada—Cult of the An-
cients), while Buddhism in Vietnam manifests itself through
the “Great Vehicle” (Mahayana).

What are the differences between the two rites? The “Small
Vehicle,” closely tied to Indian tradition, conforms more to
Buddha’s original teachings, avoids doctrinal interpretations
admitted by the Mahayana, and puts the emphasis primarily
upon individual salvation, while the “Great Vehicle,” under
Chinese influence, speaks of collective salvation.

To these basic differences, which correspond to the two
poles of the civilization between which Indochina extends,
were added other elements, particularly a veritable Thera-
vada clergy, called the sangha (translated as “religious com-
munity”), such as was almost unknown until recently among
the Mahayanists; hence their relative weakness.

Is this a religion in the true sense of the word? Bonze So-
bhita answered the question this way:

Buddhism properly speaking is not a religion, in the
sense that it does not recognize God or soul, and has no
dogma. The practice of Buddhism is the search for a
conduct that will permit a person to cut short the cycle
of rebirths, to destroy desire and, along that road, arrive
at Nirvana—which is not annihilation but a state be-
tween being and non-being, extinction, appeasement of
desires, peace and serenity.

For Buddhism the world itself does not exist: there
is no beginning or end: there are only transitory phe-
nomena whose origins are interdependent: all is tied to-
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gether by the law of causality. This law of causality is
the result of our actions. Added to our past life, this life
serves our future life. The world is a dynamic world in
a perpetual state of becoming and man is only a suc-
cession of psychic states following each other from one
body to the next. Death gives birth to another individual.

Religion or not, Buddhism has taken on in a few years a
considerable place in public life and probably also in pubhc
consciousness, as a result of factors greatly different in 1m-”‘
portance, but complementing each other. b

The first, it seems, was the development of the influence i§
of the “Small Vehicle” in Vietnam, through the mediation of i§
monks and teachers from Ceylon, Thailand, and Cambodia.
By developing the influence of a rite making Buddhism the
state religion, which in turn brought forth a clergy whose
members engage in constant action and propaganda, the men
who came from the West gave more force and a stronger
foundation to Vietnamese Buddhism; in fact, several pagodas
on the outskirts of Saigon are now devoted to the Theravada
rite, and the robes of the monks, until now uniformly brown,
tend toward saffron-yellow—the color used in the kingdoms
of the West.

Another factor in the Buddhist revival is the importance,
vitality, and influence taken on by Catholicism in South Viet-
nam after the Geneva Agreements of 1954, as a result of the §
masses of refugees from the North. At that time the number ,f’;

the ﬁgures that count but rather the style adopted by that. ;:'?'
religion since the people from the North arrived—more ar- §
dent, more intransigent, with priests who, on the Spanish pat- §
tern, are the true community leaders.

This eruption of a flamboyant and passionate Cathohcxsm
gave its religious spirit to a people little impregnated with it
until that time. Previously, people had practiced the ancestor '
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cult primarily out of religious hunger and the desire to give a
spiritual dimension to their existence. In search of a faith, the
Vietnamese discovered or rediscovered Buddhism.

Moreover the Diem regime really consigned Buddhism to
the Vietnamese sympathy and taste for opposition by its
policy if not of persecution at least of discrimination. It can-
not be said that Diem cruelly persecuted Buddhists before
the crisis of 1963. But his Catholic sectarianism led him to
treat the Buddhists as a minor factor and to regard them with
such distrust that, by being shown so clearly, ended up by
becoming justified. Largely in order to act demonstratively
against an unpopular regime, many Vietnamese turned to
Buddhism: going in that direction they could be sure to be
going against Diem. Finally, another important factor played
a role: the growing use of monks by the two antagonists, the
communists and the Americans. Rarely in modern history, in
fact, did a movement receive stimuli of such a contradictory
and peculiar nature, except for Nasserism in 1955-1956.

Buddhism’s prestige and neutralist orientation was grow-
ing: by 1958 the Venerable Thich Tri Quang had already
written in the magazine Phat-Giao Viet-Nam (Vietnamese
Buddhism) that no person or state could mobilize Buddhism
for a hot war or cold war, and that Buddhism’s place was in
neutral countries. As a result the leaders of the Extreme Left
tried to infiltrate it, while using its pacifism to weaken the
anti-communist vigor of a part of the population, and to
propagate what the Saigon authorities called “defeatism,”
while the Americans tried to find a force or a faith capable
of opposing communism and bet on the movement pushed
forward by the bonzes.

I shall return to the evolution of this strange co-operation
between the agents of the United States and the monks; it
should be mentioned in passing that it played a decisive role
at the moment when Buddhism emerged as the key factor in
Vietnamese politics, as the seeming victor over the Diem
I'eglme
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The test of strength between the Ngos and the Buddhists | 4
began on May 8, 1963: a large mass of people assembled
before the government house of the old imperial capital of
Hue to protest against Diem’s decision to forbid a public
ceremony in honor of Buddha’s anniversary (while the in-
stallation of two bishops in the same region, several weeks |
earlier, and the anniversary of Monsignor Thuc, Archbishop §
of Saigon and Diem’s older brother, had been met with huge
processions).

Had this mass been mobilized by Viet Cong agitators, as
the regime claimed? In any event, the military, called in to §
help, lost their heads and ordered that the crowds be fired at; §
tear gas thrown at them was badly mishandled, however, so
that its acid produced terrible burns. Eight dead were counted, §
among them three women. Two children had been decapitated §
by shells.

Mr. Wuhl, a German physician and professor on the fac-
ulty at Hue, who had witnessed these horrors, went to Tokyo
and then to Europe, where he alerted international public
opinion; from then on the Diem regime carried 2 new mark
of shame in addition to those caused by its old mistakes and
errors. But Buddhism soon had martyrs that were even more
eloquent than the victims of May 8: several weeks later a
monk, the Venerable Duc, seventy-seven years old, trans-
formed himself into a living torch to protest against the in-
justices inflicted upon his co-religionists by the Diem regime. @

From June to November 1963 seven more monks were to §
immolate themselves in this tragic fashion. This mc1dentally
sheds a new light on Buddhism, which has the reputation of .§
being essentially non-violent. How can these frightful actions §
be reconciled with Buddhist refusal to inflict death? ".

Sinologists and Indianists have disagreed while trying to §
discover the significance of these gestures with respect to the §
Buddhist tradition. Gernet, in La Revue Asiatique, recalls §
that around the fifth century Chinese monks had commltted v}

efforts to attain redemption for others; but Folliozat, a spe-
cialist in the tradition of Indian Buddhism, rejects any idea
of sacrifice and redemption, and gives two possible interpreta-
tions to the voluntary cremations by the bonzes.

According to Folliozat, one may see in these acts primarily
an affirmation of eminent dignity and purification. By burn-
ing his arm—which is the most traditional gesture—or his
body, the initiate, who is “free” or “awakened,” freely dis-
poses of what he has come to know to be simple appearance.
No longer attached to things, he heroically demonstrates that
he understands real values, a deeper order, and in this fash-
ion condemns the attitude of those who persecute his co-reli-
gionists.

Folliozat adds that such cremations could also be ges-
tures of protest, condemnation, or vengeance; he states, too,
that these acts constitute exploits of an extraordinary psy-
chosomatic technique which, it seems, reduces the sufferings
caused by the sacrifice. He insists that in any event these ges-
tures are not in contradiction to Theravada, which has a posi-
tive view of such superior manifestations of freedom from
matter, and sees their authors as heroes, not because of the
gesture itself but because they made themselves worthy of
accomplishing it.

Let us hear a Buddhist, Bonze Sobhita, who has already
been quoted. He relates that a saint who was a contemporary
of Buddha asked: “Why am I alive?” Then he killed himself.
Buddha was asked: “Is this wrong?” Buddha replied: “No,
he has destroyed all desires, he will not return to earth, he
may kill himself.” If you have suppressed all desire in your-
self through meditation, and you have attained the state of
€cstasy, you do not feel death.

The monk continues:

Now there exists in China and in Vietnam another
form of suicide that is not known in Ceylon, for ex-
ample. One might call this the “suicide through combat”
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or “provoked suicide.” To safeguard the equilibrium of
the country where you practice your religion, you may
give yourself death.

For example, if you feel that the government is not
doing its duty or is making trouble, you have the duty to
attract attention to that indignity, to make people think,
to open the eyes of the military men. For this reason
bonzes die of hunger or commit suicide.

A Vietnamese’s reaction is the following: if some op-
pression takes place, the oppressed will commit suicide
at his desk: this is a means of attracting the attention
of the authorities, as there will have to be an inquiry.
According to the bonzes, death is only a natural conse-
quence of the ecstatic state they are in at that moment.

These voluntary martyrs inflicted moral wounds upon the
Diem regime that were all the deeper since the comments of
his spokesmen, particularly Mrs. Nhu, became more cynical
the authorities were caught up in a cycle of violence that went
as far as the sack of the Saigon pagodas at the end of August:
1963. Rarely have “moral forces” and those “imponderables,”
of which Bismarck used to complain that they were unco
trollable, played so powerfully against a regime.

Mrs. Nhu had apparently failed to assess them. But then,
she was such a busy woman. She was charming, or rather, she
had once been charming, and would have remained so had
her look not been so haughty, her smile so acid, her tone so
peremptory, her gestures so cutting. True, exercising ten
years of power may not enhance the nature of even the best
people, particularly if that power is both absolute and semi
secret, and is exercised at the height of a bitter civil war
through the double intermediary of a husband who is “polit-
ical adviser” and a brother-in-law who is dictator. A

This little bit of a woman with the round face and the "'
piercing voice, a little too strikingly elegant, transformed her-
self in ten years from the country’s “First Lady”—her hus-

.
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band’s two older brothers were an archbishop and a bachelor,
respectively—into the state’s “First Personality.” It was often
said of her that she was the true man in the family. But Time
did not describe the whole situation when it said: “She rules
the men who rule the country”; from 1959 until 1963 her
authority was exercised more directly than that. The depu-
ties of the Saigon parliament, who listened without visible
response to the homilies of the chief of the family and the
state, frankly admitted that when minuscule Madame Nhu
mounted the rostrum, they felt all the weight of governmental
power pressing down on them.

Madame Nhu came from a family of very rich people. Her
father, formerly a lawyer at Bac Lieu, a small Cochinchinese
town, was “independent” Vietnam’s first foreign secretary
under the Japanese occupation. This imprudence did not
prevent Tran Van Chuong from later becoming the Ameri-
cans’ trusted man in Vietnam, and the new Republic’s Am-
bassador to Washington, until that day in August 1963 when
this diplomat, being more subtle than his daughter, disasso-
ciated himself publicly from the regime that had violated the
Buddhist monks.

In 1943 Tran Le Xuan, age thirteen, married a handsome
young man with an earnest expression who attended the
Ecole des Chartes and quoted Emmanuel Mounier: Ngo
Dinh Nhu, son of the great mandarin Ngo Dinh Kha, younger
brother of Monsignor Thuc and a certain Ngo Dinh Diem
who had been minister of internal affairs under Bao Dai. It
Was a union between big business and the nobility represented
at the court. Chuong’s daughter, born a Buddhist, converted
to Catholicism, her husband’s religion, and bore him four
children.

But ten years after her marriage came Dien Bien Phu:
that battle lost by the West was the good fortune of the Ngos.
In the ensuing turmoil French and American specialists tried
to oppose these Catholic monarchists with their supersensi-
tive nationalism to the rising tide of Vietnamese communism.
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The beginnings were difficult and a testing ground for the
family group in the face of the Emperor Bao Dai’s intrigues,
the attacks by the sects, and various foreign pressures. From
this confusion there soon emerged the little lady moulded
into her silk frock like a dagger in its sheath.

Madame Nhu’s political doctrine consisted of four articles
of faith: feminism, Catholicism, prudery, anti-communism.,
She was a passionate feminist, endlessly warring and gestur-
ing at the head of the Solidarity Movement of Vietnamese
Women, and recalling at every opportunity that if France
had had her Joan of Arc, Vietnam had had two of them: the
Trung sisters, who perished tragically more than twenty cen-
turies earlier while battling the Chinese.

Her (doctrinaire) prudery was proverbial; her fight against
prostitution was famous. Inevitably such an attitude will at-
tract skepticism and even calumnies. How could such an
attractive woman, so occupied with matters of sex, fail to give'| ‘:
rise to a legend? And how could such a legend fail to seem ;lf
like reality itself? :

Her anti-communism, visceral as in all the members of her
family, in some way sharpened her prudery. When she pro-
posed to parliament a law against taxi-girls and the tango 1t
was, in both cases, in order to conserve energies that were
to be entirely devoted to the struggle against Marxism.

Her Catholicism was on the order of that of her brothers- ?
in-law and closer to that of Torquemada than that of John 4‘
XXIII; she would not have hesitated to light the pyres her- §
self had her enemies not spared her that task by xmmolatmg
themselves.

A statement she made in August 1963 gave an idea of the '
Christian charity practiced by this charming person. When a
reporter asked her to comment on what was happenmg at §
the pagodas, she said: “I would clap hands at seeing another |
monk barbecue show. . . .” |

The Day of the Dead

One force, brittle and detested, held South Vietnam together.
But that force was made of a will—Diem’s; an intelligence—
Madame Nhu’s; a voice—that of her husband; and a system
of influence—that of Monsignor Thuc. Then came the first
of November 1963.

The first shots were fired by the parachutists at the Gia
Long Palace on Friday, November 1, at 1 P.M. In reality,
however, it was the shells fired into the crowds at Hue on the
occasion of the Buddhist demonstrations six months earlier,
on May 8, 1963, that had precipitated the agony of the Ngo
regime.

But there were other reasons for the separation between
the Diem regime and the forces that had so far supported it.
Even before Washington had decided to suspend its eco-
nomic aid, Ngo Dinh Nhu—who since the beginning of the
year had no longer been content with being the “brains” of
the President and had assumed more and more direct powers
—had begun to follow a seeming conversion to a more pro-
gressive course, both in internal affairs and on the diplo-
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matic plane. Did he think he could return in this fashion to

the “personalism” to which he himself referred all the more

cynically since actually he must have known to what extent i"*

he betrayed the lessons of his teacher, Mounier?
In a press conference of September 7 the “political ad-

viser” made public some bills to reduce expenses for the
machinery of state; state employees were to be paid with
ration cards and foreign trade was to be nationalized. These
prospects, tied to an almost comical increase in the police
regime—with Buddhist monks and, in particular, students
being secretly arrested—cost this “strong” regime defending §
the “moral order” the support of the local and foreign trade §
circles that had so far supported it for lack of any other ram- §

part against communism. This attempt to revive a moribund

dictatorship with an injection of “leftism” is reminiscent ;;;
of the ephemeral Salo Republic, founded by Mussolini 'i§

after his rescue by Nazi parachutists in 1944. But aside

from the fact that the Vietnamese people were no more dis-
posed than the Italians to give a new chance to the dictator-

ship, even if it were adorned with the trappings of populism,

the Americans considered it inopportune to favor the estab-

lishment of a socialist regime, even if it was primarily na-
tionalistic.

Another maneuver on Nhu’s part, however, aroused the
American allies of the Saigon regime even more. After May

the “political adviser” had begun some tentative talks with §

the guerrillas in the South, if not actually with the leadership
in the North. Did he feel strong enough to dictate his con-
ditions to the enemy, or did he think he was in such a bad
position that only the course of negotiation was left? Strange
as it may seem, those who knew Nhu thought it was the
former.

But the President’s brother, it seems, was primarily intent
on using these contacts to blackmail the Americans, all the
more so since a declaration by General de Gaulle of August
29 had given a certain “credibility” to a rapprochement be-
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tween South and North, and had aroused sufficient interest in
Vietnamese political circles for Nhu to consider it advan-
tageous to undertake such designs. Thus, at the end of sum-
mer, the game began that Washington thought concealed a
plot between Paris, Hanoi, and Nhu.

With Nhu’s surreptitious help an article by Joseph Alsop
was published on September 18 in the New York Herald
Tribune, sounding the alarm. It quoted facts and proposals
by Nhu which tended to prove that with the aid of France’s
Ambassador in Saigon, Lalouette, and his colleague, the dele-
gate-general at Hanoi, de Buzon, actual negotiations had been
opened between the government of Ho Chi Minh and that of
Ngo Dinh Diem through the intermediary of the Polish repre-
sentative at the International Control Commission, Manelli.

If on the French side these assertions were judged too fan-
tastic to merit the least denial, the Polish diplomat, receiving
me in his villa in Saigon, explained the true nature of the
conversations reported by Alsop. Manelli stressed first of all
that he had not been put into contact with Nhu by the French
Embassy, and that in the course of the only conversation he
had held with the “political adviser,” on September 2, no
reference of any kind had been made to negotiations. If a
contact was, in fact, established between Hanoi and Saigon
at that time, it was by the president of the International Con-
trol Commission, Goburdhun, an Indian diplomat, who had
visited the Presidents of both the North and the South, and
had been surprised to hear the former say: “After all, Diem
is a patriot after his own fashion.” However, Ho talked not
to Manelli but to the communist Australian journalist Wil-
fred Burchett about a possibility of a cease-fire in the South.

The exchanges initiated at the time will bear fruit, perhaps,
though in another context. But at the time their content was
less important than the publicity given to them by Nhu. He
wanted to impress the Americans and show them that he held
in his hand trumps other than their protection; but all he
accomplished was to exasperate them. On the day following
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the revelations whispered into Alsop’s ear by the “political
adviser,” the new United States Ambassador, Henry Cabot
Lodge, made a number of decisions that seem to have pre-
pared the way for the November I coup.

The vise tightened around the Ngo regime, disliked by a
population distressed by its arbitrariness and false propaganda
and was condemned by international opinion, which, how- "';

ever, looked only at the pyres consuming the monks of Xa Loi.

But as long as Washington support had lasted the eviscerated
body remained standing in its harness. Now the Diem gov- §
ernment suddenly lost its most effective defender, Richardson,
the CIA’s chief representative in Saigon, who was brusquely
relieved of his functions by Lodge; and it saw itself deprived ;';

of American credits, as the United States Operations Mission,
which gave out the funds, suddenly refused to sign over more.

But it kept Col. Le Van Tung’s “special forces” as its
praetorian guard, and seemingly also the declared sympathy
of Gen. Paul Harkins, commander-in-chief of American
forces in Vietnam and Thailand. On October 24, as previ-
ously on August 28, the rumor of a coup began to circulate
in town. Yet two days later all the army chiefs paraded
meekly before Ngo Dinh Diem on the occasion of the an-
niversary of his ascendency to the Presidency. Was he invul-
nerable? On October 28, at the end of an official dinaer,
Nhu said to two foreign correspondents: “What about the
coup? The Vietnamese generals haven’t got a chance. . . .”

With Col. Le Van Tung’s guard the dictator’s only pro-

tection, the American Embassy told Diem that any financial

aid still forthcoming would be stopped unless the “special
forces” departed for the rice paddies to fight against the Viet
Cong. The Ngos gave in; on October 30 their “SS” left the
capital.

Then Admiral Felt, American commander-in-chief in the
Pacific, arrived. Obviously it is not known whether he held
talks with the junta that had already made its plans, and even
less is known about what he said to General Harkins. In any
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event, on November 1 Admiral Felt and Henry Cabot Lodge
presented themselves at the Presidential palace in Saigon a
little after 11 A.M. It is said that Diem told them: “There is
talk again of a coup by the army. Could it be your little CIA
agents who are circulating these rumors?” Did the admiral
and the diplomat set their host straight? Those Vietnamese
personalities most likely to know say that at 11:30 A.M. the
two visitors told Diem that his safety would be assured if he
resigned without a fight, and that several telephone conver-
sations between the palace and the American Embassy took
place during the afternoon. Resign? To demand his resigna-
tion was not to know the little man’s indomitable obstinacy
or his brother’s pride.

When the first shots hit the palace and the guard barracks,
Diem and Nhu could no longer ignore the ratio of forces or
the help they could expect. Still, they refused to answer the
messages of General Minh, president of the revolutionary
committee. For seven hours the firing continued; the Gia
Long Palace was to show the sorry traces for a year.

Around 9:00 P.M. the shooting ceased. Some emissaries
were able to approach the palace and were permitted entry.
Was it around 10 P.M. or at dawn the next day that the
President and his brother managed to leave the palace in a
black Renault? In any event, it seems that the assailants had
not really tried to deprive them of a way out.

The fugitives’ trail was picked up only the next day at the
Church of Saint-Frangois-Xavier in Cholon, Saigon’s Chinese
twin city, where Diem had been on retreat on several occa-
sions. The brothers participated in the service for the dead,
then remained prostrate in an attitude of fervent prayer. Had
Nhu been in touch with the general staff? When an armored
half-track arrived at the church at 9:20 A.M., the officer
emerging from it said to the officiating priest: “We are
here to look for them. . . .” Without resistance, Diem and
his brother mounted the half-track. A half hour later the
radio announced their “suicide.”
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At this point of the story, so full of gaps and contradic-
tions, our information is mostly confused. Everyone, of
course, rejects the story of “suicide,” not only because the
President was too fervent a Catholic even to think of doing
away with himself, but because the bodies, as seen seven
hours later by official witnesses, bore no signs at the faces,
the temples, or the chests of anything that would have indi-
cated suicide. On Diem’s brow were some swellings of the
type often caused by blows to the neck, and the only photos
taken of the brothers shortly after their deaths show their
hands tied behind their backs. These factors also invalidate
the “accidental suicide” thesis promulgated five days later

by a spokesman of the junta, according to which the pris- -

oners, in the face of a hostile crowd, had tried to seize the
weapon from one of their guards, and a shot had gone off
during the struggle.

The actual circumstances of the deaths of Diem and his
brother matter less than the level on which they were decided.
Competent observers in Saigon believe that the two slain mas-
ters of the regime were led from the church to general staff
headquarters five or six miles away, and that they were or-
dered by a spokesman of the junta to tell the people over the
radio that they had resigned from power. After their refusal
(Diem is reported to have said: “I am the chief of the army.
I give orders here.”) the decision to eliminate them was
made. By whom? By one or several officers of the junta? It
is a fact that the time between the arrest of the two brothers
and the announcement of their deaths could not have left
much time for discussion of a sentence, no matter how sum-
mary.

The most reasonable hypothesis is that the decision was
made by the officer who had been entrusted with this danger-
ous mission and who had been given carte blanche. It seems
to be true, in any event, that the news of the President’s death
caused considerable excitement in the general staff. And the
question has arisen whether the armored vehicle that went to
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collect the two fugitives had been dispatched from Tan Son
Nhut by the new masters of the country.

Taken to St. Paul Hospital later in the morning, the two
corpses were identified at 4 P.M. by two trustworthy doctors;
a relative of the Ngos, Madame Tran Trung Dung, wife of
Diem’s former secretary of defense who had since broken
with the regime, came to claim them. The sisters at the hos-
pital believe that the remains were interred at Hue, where
the “founder of the family’s power,” Ngo Dinh Can, waited
until their arrival before taking refuge at the American Con-
sulate, convinced to the last that the whole operation was a
trick played by Nhu on the military conspirators. For months
the “political adviser” had whispered to those close to him
that he had prepared everything to catch the recalcitrant of-
ficers sooner or later in their own trap. That had been plan
“Bravo 1.” But it was plan “Bravo II” that was executed.

Two days later, giving in to the crowds that laid siege to
his office, the American Consul surrendered Can to the new
Saigon masters, who would publicly execute him six months
later. Madame Nhu was in the United States, Monsignor
Thuc in Rome. The Ngo dictatorship had lasted nine years
and five months.

Now that they are dead, can one finally pass a fair judg-
ment on the brothers who held the people of South Vietnam
under their rule for almost a decade? After all, it is less a
question of two individual destinies than of the regime they
inspired, incarnated, and led, of an oligarchical system cut off
from the people they claimed to represent, a regime, efficient
after a fashion, that survived its political errors but finally,
in a sort of suicidal manner, ran up against the moral force
of Vietnamese Buddhism.

Ngo Dinh Diem and Ngo Dinh Nhu were the third and
fourth sons of the great Catholic mandarin Ngo Dinh Kha.
Mandarin and Catholic: those two words would have been
sufficient to summarize this strange family regime, this patri-
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archate—always keeping in mind that Diem’s Catholicism was 4

closer to that of Blaise de Montluc than to that _°f the. pﬁe§ts
in the Mission of France—if Nhu had not given it the': imprint
of his strange personality. For the brother and “political ad-

viser” was not only the “gray eminence” behind the dictator,

and the husband of a very conspicuous, very intelligent, and

very belligerent woman. As everyone knows, he was the true .

master of South Vietnam.

This former pupil of France’s Ecole des Chart.eS was .the 1
family intellectual. In such a narrowly conservative milieu,
also weighted down with traditional hierarchies, that alone .‘
should have been reason enough for him to remain in the .
background. Yet his intelligence, which he had permitted for
a long time to be overshadowed, finally took the lead—only i
to turn in a void and lose itself in intrigues, and then harden

itself crazily in fanaticism and repression.

Anyone who met Ngo Dinh Nhu fifteen years ago was
struck by his warmth and the vivid expression on his faf:e, 4
his leonine beauty, and the force of conviction animating

him. At that time he lived in Saigon in a sort of inner exile,

confined to the tasks of semi-clandestine librarian. His

judgment of the regime then in power—that of Tam—

his views of the future, the program he was working on, all §
indicated that he was a man to whom Vietnam should take

recourse. He belonged to a family famous for its caste spirit,

its oligarchical inclinations, its attachment to the mandarin

system. But could not the revolution that had turned the son
of mandarin Pham Van Dong into a communist leader and
the prime minister of the North free Nhu from the social
ties that held him so tightly?

Nhu had claimed to be an avid reader and a disciple of
Mounier, and attached to “personalism.” He used the same
generous language as other young men in other parts of the
world—like Bouabid, Ben Salah, or Rabemananjara—who
were equally attached to the emancipation of their countries.

The principal idea of the reigning family, and particularly
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of Nhu, was the creation of the strategic hamlets in 1961.
To French observers the idea was familiar: in Algeria it had
led to the “regroupment camps.” The idea was to assemble
members of the rural population in fortified or protected en-
closures, in order to deprive the rebels of their popular sup-
port, to deprive the proverbial revolutionary “fish” of the
“water” in which they lived, moved, and fed.* The same
causes were expected to produce the same effects—rising hos-
tility on the part of the peasant masses against the “uprisers.”
But the villages that were remodeled and shaken up in this
fashion never played the same role in Algerian society as in
that of Vietnam.

By touching the villages Nhu and his friends touched at
the very foundations of Vietnamese peasant culture, where
the local group, bound in its bamboo collar, had remained the
basic unit, the raw material of public life, and even the basis
of private life. The village, even more than the individual,
was an entity. It was the village that had to pay taxes, and
the village that negotiated with the central power. Everything
derived from that entity, and all came down to it. It was the
expression of that “harmony beneath the heavens” that any
society imbued with Confucianism considered essential.

By attacking this unity, Nhu was, strictly speaking, more
revolutionary than the Viet Minh, who had never dared touch
that cell at its base. But though his “revolution” overturned
a society, it brought no solution to the problems facing that
society. It was an end in itself, and claimed to play a strategic
role only in connection with a purely circumstantial task:
the struggle against the guerrillas, who the little people of the
Vietnamese countryside saw as dangerous brothers rather
than as enemies.

When asked about the origins of the strategic hamlets idea,
Nhu replied that it had come to him one day when he was
at the Ecole des Chartes, in connection with the description

¥ Mao’s description of guerrillas: they must sustain themselves in the
Surrounding countryside like fish in water.—Trans.
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of Medieval French society. This was a strange argument
for a Vietnamese as well as for an historian. And just like the ]
peasant revolutionaries during the reigns of Henry VI an
Louis X1V, in Burgundy, several centuries earlier, the Viet
namese in the countryside rejected a certain form of pro.
tection. 8
Being Catholic in Vietnam’s tolerant and enlightened so-
ciety is no problem. But to conduct there a Catholic policy
based on combat, a Catholicism soft to the rich, hard to the
poor, and rough on the gentle, a Catholicism reduced to an
obstinate anti-communist recipe, is to trap oneself in an im
possible situation.
As is often the case with Vietnamese questions, one should §
read in this connection what was written more than twelv
years ago in Vietnam by a great sociologist of war, Paul Mus,
on the political situation of the Catholics in that country:

The fact that these Catholics are a small minority—
say 10 t0-20%-—may seem to them, on the religious
plane, a challenge and an incentive. . . . But on the
patriotic plane, the trial is heavy, as it goes against the
instinct of solidarity and national unity, and the chal-
lenge is ambiguous. This country is one of those where
one can least easily conceive the patriotism of an even
well-intentioned minority going against an adverse or
silent majority; if, moreover, this minority runs the risk
of bottling itself in too much of a religious unity, the
claim that its religion comes to it from the outside will
place it in a particularly delicate position with respect to
a society where it is traditionally inopportune to show
oneself to be different, and expose oneself to the kind of
anger that is a trait of the national temperament and can
express itself politically. The risk is great . . . to win or
lose for communism, established as champion of the op-
position, the mass of those who feel different from the
Catholic element. . . .”

THE DAY OF THE DEAD * oI

These permanent risks of a Catholic policy, in a Vietnam
torn by a civil war, were multiplied by the Ngo family, which
crazily blended elements of Christian doctrine with a pro-
gram and organization of the fascist type like that of the
secret Can Lao party, and which tried not only to rule
the state with a certain form of Catholicism, but the Church
with a clerical state. From this there sprang up the constant
conflicts between the “state” hierarchy, personified by Mon-
signor Thuc, older brother of the President, and the Vatican,
represented primarily by the Archbishop of Saigon, Mon-
signor Binh. And from this conflict arose the dispute be-
tween the Catholic minority and the Buddhist majority that
was ultimately to be decisive, a dispute that only much later
took on the aspect of a religious war; it remained for long
confined to a tug-of-war between the politico-military power
and the “neo-Buddhist” hierarchy.

But this struggle—which could have taken on the shape
of those struggles which led to the revocation of the Edict of
Nantes or to the separation of Church and State—was trans-
formed by the “neo-Buddhists” into a matter of persecution
and a long and terrible martyrdom; more than the bombs of
Trinh Minh The’s Caodaists in 1955, and even more than the
Viet Cong guerrillas (at least for several months), the pyres
the monks had immolated themselves on consumed and de-
stroyed the power of the Ngos, because they managed to
transform the growing antipathy against them on the part of
international, and primarily American, public opinion into
a veritable feeling of horror.



A Strange Absence

Saigon, November 1963

A true revolution is visible: trousers grow shorter, caps re,
place hats, suits are replaced by overalls. At Saigon it was
obvious that something had been happening: the city bore
the marks of combat, and tanks competed with pedicabs. B
the people, who walked around with the curious mixture @
bustle and nonchalance so typical of the Vietnamese, were,
more than ever true to form. An arm long stifled in a tours
niquet hurts when it is freed. The tourniquet of the Dierq
dlctatorshlp was suddenly removed: after the first cries o
joy the longing to move did not seem very strong, and with
their bantering compliance, the people relished the event.

To be sure, the events of All Saints’ Day of 1963 left their
traces, but no more so than those of November 1960 or Sep-
tember 1962. The abortive raid by the air force in 1962 de- §
prived Saigon of its extraordinary piece of “rococolonial”
architecture—the Norodom Palace, where thirteen governors-§
general had reigned and which, renamed Doc Lap (independ-
ence), had sheltered the chief of state until then.

The leaders of Cochinchina used to live three hundred
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yards away, in the shadow of the governors-general, in what
was the Grandiere Palace; they were replaced by the chiefs
of Vietnamese governments, who found themselves in the
equally oppressive shadow of resident ministers or high com-
missioners.

After the shots fired on Friday and Saturday, while the two
masters of the regime sought their holy refuge, the building
was so pricked with bullets and chinked with impacts that it
looked like Mirabeau’s head. The Paris city hall or the mili-
tary school, the day after Liberation, were no more defaced
by battle than these comic-opera buildings.

All around, tanks stood guard, covered with parachutists
asleep or eating, and beyond that martial and tired circle there
had established itself that circle of Saigon’s marvelous small
trade, irrepressible and charming, with merchants of Chinese
soup, Coca-Cola, sweets, and papers, and then there was the
crowd, with its ynconcerned chatter. Before this ghost of the
power that had imposed itself on this crowd more than nine
years ago, the crowd did not brandish its fists or show any
trace of anger: it showed the silent laughter that means so
many things in this country, but never what one thinks it
means.

Aside from that, Saigon was still the same shaded and
musty city, full of alert strollers, svelte girls, and working
children. The flower market on what had been the Boulevard
Charner was just as beautiful as that in Tunis; on the side-
walks the world’s cleverest jacks-of-all-trades, smoking ciga-
rettes and sporting battered felt hats, put something together
that might turn into anything from a locomotive to a pedes-
trian bridge. These small miracles are wrought with laughing
patience and frivolous wisdom. The people of Saigon, who
for a quarter of a century survived all sorts of horrors, experi-
enced on November I a surge of joy. They savored it pru-
dently, because there was talk of a coup that the dictator’s
friends might yet stage. And were the guns that could still be
heard at night from the direction of Tan Son Nhut aimed at
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the Viet Cong? A people who have received a measure o{
freedom, but who are not yet freed from war, and who havw
seen so much, will retain a degree of skepticism and impasss;
ivity.

If it is true that nothing is destroyed until it is replaced, it
was not obvious to the visitor at Saigon at the end of 1963
that the Ngo dictatorship had finally been abolished. The capi
tal of South Vietnam was a city in which people breathed
more freely because they had been freed from a prideful o
garchy that had become more of a police-controlled totalitar:
ianism every day. But it was a city in which one could not fi
the ruling powers. Here, a void followed the detested regim
Here was a city that seemed to live in a state of prolonged:
weightlessness, like an astronaut in his capsule. A city in &
state of suspended animation.

The fallacious pronunciamentos trumpeted each day by the
fallen regime were replaced by an uncertainty that weighed
lightly on the people’s consciences but was heavy with appres
hensions. Where was unfettered South Vietnam going? ’

“I am making war,” said the spokesman for the junta, sin~
cere in his professions of this anti-communist faith which ob« .
viously demands the least imagination, particularly from the
military. “We are making war,” said the Americans, those
protectors who were now rid of their headstrong protégés and§
clearly satisfied with the events of November 1. “They are
making war,” was the constant claim of members of a govern-~
ment not visible to the naked eye and politicians not yet quite
able to adapt themselves to the situation outside their prisons.

But beyond that? In the great humid city, with bustling
crowds of sophisticated strollers and graceful girls, there was
a strange absence. When an aching tooth is pulled, the relief
is great. But while one waits for the dressing to be applied, the '
sensdtion of the void can be very disagreeable.

Ngo Dinh Diem was not a great man, and when his statue
crashed to the ground, it raised much less dust than that of
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Stalin in Budapest. Soon the cloud began to lift before the
eyes of the astonished public. As the dust settled, the shape of
the new regime emerged more clearly. But it made no great
impression. The military were rather pleasant. But what the
devil was their program?

In order to show itself different from its predecessor would
the regime of November I try to cultivate public opinion by
staking its fate on freedoms? The press found itself ungagged,
and the leading politicians began to emerge from their prisons
or retreats. But the most visible freedom was in the area of
morals: at a stroke Saigon’s night life was revived, and
Madame Nhu, in effect, died a little every evening.

And yet no matter how careful the junta of November 1
tried not to break a certain continuity in the public order and
administration, it unleashed a process of democratization and
restoration of political life that was to press in on it ever after.
By turning the key that the dictator and his brother had used
to lock up all freedoms, the generals initiated a decompression
process that led to significant developments in student and
political circles, and was to be a severe test of their intention
to contain the “revolution” and turn it into a surgical opera-
tion at the upper echelons.

After nine years of political and moral rigor—at least by
official rules—Saigon was relaxing, disengaging itself, taking
a deep breath: this city in the South had again become truly
a Southern city, where politicians released from prison could
again take up their positions as popular heroes and where stu-
dent associations again sprang up. But the gap between the
euphoria of the liberated and the authority of the liberators
was in danger of causing painful misunderstandings.

The students who, with the monks, had been the prime de-
stroyers of the Diem regime were now trying to enjoy the lib-
erties for which they had fought. From the very first days of
November 1963 elections of student representatives to the
university council took place at Saigon’s university. The fallen
regime had banished all organizations of this type; therefore



96 - VIETNAM: BETWEEN TWO TRUCE

these student elections were a genuine event and the occasion
for some rather good-natured demonstrations. In the course o
several conversations I found the students less irritated than
ironic, less impatient than lucid.
Three thin boys with grave eyes stood before me, law stu
dents twenty years old. “Do you think the new regime is too
timid or too similar to its predecessor?” No. They thought',
Vietnam was in a situation in which it could not afford t
jump into a political free-for-all. They said: “We deplore th
continued presence of some personalities in the new govern
ment, but not the fact that priority is being given to unity an
stability. The military have rendered us so great a service b
ridding us of Diem and his family that we have no right to
harass them with demands for faster developments. But if you
talk to our fellow students in the arts and sciences, you may :
hear a different tune. . . .”
An atmosphere of wild celebration reigned at the scienc
faculty, where student elections were taking place to the:
sounds of a jazz orchestra. Decidedly, the uprising of Novem
ber 1 was above all an homage to music. My same questions
put to young physicists produced much less prudent answers i
than from the law students, but even they were not violent:
“After all, our revolutionaries know the old regime so well !
that they can correct its mistakes! This provisional arrange- -
ment need not last for long.” o
Undoubtedly these young intellectuals had expected things ¢

to be different after the fall of the dictatorship. But, surpris-
ingly, many of them placed the emphasis on anti-communism
and accepted the official line, giving anti-communism priority §
over all other concerns. Clearly, the progressives were holding 4
back. i}
On November 11, on the Saigon quay, a large, deeply '
moved crowd received the forty or so political prisoners re-
turning from Poulo Condore, the little island that served for
a century as a prison for Vietnamese revolutionaries and was
the best Marxist school for the previous generations.
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Where we stood, a broken statue showed its laughable
stumps: pretending to render homage to the heroic Trung sis-
ters, the statue apparently was actually a portrayal of Madame
Nhu and her oldest daughter. On November 2 it was de-
stroyed. On this Friday a table nearby was set with cakes to
celebrate the return of those from Poulo Condore; nobody
touched the cakes, emotions ran too high. Among the returnees
were a considerable number of officers, but a small man at-
tracted all eyes: Dr. Phan Quang Dan, former Saigon
deputy, imprisoned on November 11, 1960, who, after nearly
two years in prison, had been sentenced in July 1962 by a
military tribunal to seven years of forced labor. He seemed
less affected by these trials than had been feared, and with a
sort of naiveté he expressed his joy at being free and at seeing
Diem eliminated. Carried off in triumph, he groped for words:
“This is an excellent transition regime for the purpose of pre-
paring for elections six months from now!” And he disap-
peared, swallowed up by the crowd, before I could talk to
him in greater detail.

Despite the verbal endorsement that he had been forced at
the time to give the defunct regime, probably under intoler-
able pressures, Dan kept his friends and a certain prestige.
But the Saigon masses anticipated even more impatiently the
liberation of former minister Pham Khac Suu, the other leader
of the opposition to Diem, who was sentenced at the same
trial as Dan to eight years of forced labor. Detained at the Chi
Hoa prison, he was not released for a few more days. Receiv-
ing me subsequently in his very modest apartment on the road
to Cholon, he told me that the idea of neutralizing Vietnam
was interesting, even though its form and implications were
still very unclear. In the meantime, he said, the regime must
be democratized.

The liberation of the prisoners of the Diem regime gave me
a chance to verify that torture and ill-treatment had been
Practiced in the prisons and camps from which they were now
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returning. Hundreds of students of both sexes had been sub- 4
jected to ill-treatment. Many had been forced to drink soapy '§
water until they had suffered internal damage. At the deten-
tion camp in Le Van Quich forty prisoners at a time were §
thrown into a cell in the hot sun. Others had their nails torn
out; still others were blinded; one student died of a crushed :$

liver.

suffered the well-known ordeal of torture by electrodes.

The political leaders of South Vietnam, anticipating their
colleagues’ release, waited in expectation of beginning true
negotiations; that at least is what a man like Tran Van Tuyen, '}
guiding spirit of the Caravelle group, was saying. Former min- §
ister Pham Huy Quat refused to become a member of the
government because the military men, who dominated it, -

offered him only “purely technical duties.”

While political life everywhere was surging back and teem-
ing, the junta seemed determined to hold on to the idea that '

the hour for political activity had not yet come and would not
come so soon.
But while waiting to play their “full roles,” the political

personalities were thinking of convoking a “national con-

gress,” prepared by former minister Tran Van Tuyen, in order

to define a minimal nucleus of common objectives between the 4

various factions—without the participation of those principal
leaders who were still resisting abroad. Would South Viet-
namese political life emerge from the vain palavers and end-
less discussions that once opened the road to a civil dictator-
ship and might now encourage a would-be military dictator?

And the government of Nguyen Ngoc Tho? Just as its chief
had been promoted by the “revolution” of November 1 from
vice-president of Ngo’s “Republic” to president of the council
of the new regime, so most of the new officeholders were
former ministerial secretaries now promoted to ministers,

A British Embassy typist, who had been arrested several
hours before the insurrection, told me how she had been &
beaten and tortured at a police post. Another told how she :}
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under the control of the military. One must not oversimplify
the matter and laugh at this “administrative committee,” yet
if one wanted to assess the ambitions and powers of this or-
ganism on the basis of its decisions, one could not help no-
ticing that the text adopted at the first meeting of the new
regime’s ministers ruled that it would no longer be necessary
to make out medical prescriptions in triplicate.

In fact, there remained hardly any coherent force, group,
or organization after the fall of a regime that had systemati-
cally destroyed all of them. What about the old nationalist
parties created in the North in the thirties, such as the
V.N.Q.D.D. or the Dai Viet? They had remained completely
Tonkinese, and being merely imports into the South, were
composed of exhausted and disappointed politicians.

In the South the notion of the Communist Party—*“the
Party”—was still very vague. Was that name really appro-
priate to the circles, small groups, and friendly Trotskyites
that were the last remnants of the powerful troops once fired
by the eloquence of Ta Thu Tau, who had been assassinated
by the Viet Minh in 1945? Could “Communist Party” even
have been applied to the three of four socialist groups which
—though inspired by men of considerable talent—Xkeep split-
ting, reuniting, and splitting again over the fundamental ques-
tion: Must we assume contact, at any price, with the Viet
Cong, and deal with them? Actually, only the politico-
religious groups gave Southern public life its real color.

For twenty years Caodaism had stimulated newspaper cor-
respondents who, from the smokehouses of Cholon to the
sampans in the Bay of Along, were in search of a good slaugh-
ter. It is unnecessary to describe here the principles and rites
of that humanist religion which, founded by a brilliant man of
affairs, is part secret society, part Freemasonry, part spiritual
circle (with more than a million adherents). Caodaism, inci-
dentally, knows very well how to render unto Caesar that
which is Caesar’s; but neither its long collusion with Japan
nor its prolonged flirtation with the French damaged its pres-
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tige. After having broken with the Viet Minh, “Pope” Pham
Con Tac, recalled from exile by Admiral Argenlieu, mads
Tay Ninh—cradle of the sect—into a miniature Vatican,
spreading Caodaist influence into several provinces, affecting
a million Cochinchinese and some of the South Anname
population.

The little Caodaist state had its own army, administration,
finances, and faith. But it could not resist the central parochial
power. Already under Bao Dai’s rule, increasing numbers of
Caodaist militia men joined the nationalist army. But this sect
that had tried so hard to retain its autonomy with respect to §
the central power had been repressed under the Diem regime,
Due to political antagonism, religious divergences, and con- :
flicts of interest, either “Pope” Tac or Archbishop Thuc had §
had to prevail. Between 1954 and 1956, as a result, Caodaism
had partially returned to its illegal status. Eight years later it -
came back, but weakened. On balance, it remained a force, '
and an anti-communist force at that, but it was torn by con-
flicting tendencies. ;

Hoa-Hao is not a war cry, but the name of a little village
in western Cochinchina, where that sect was founded by
Huyhn Phu So, one of the strangest people of contemporary 4
Vietnam. A learned Marxist (one of his first companions, Do
Ba The, was a Trotskyite leader) and a mystic by tempera-
ment, this landowner tried to base his doctrine simultaneously
on agrarian socialism, rebellion against the colonial authori-
ties, and the most radical xenophobia. A “Carbonaro” and
zealous preacher, he insisted that the landed estates and colo- L
nial lands should belong to the little people; he soon came to
be called the “mad bonze.” :

When he was arrested in 1939 by the French police, he al-
ready was chief of a group whose two or three apparently -
ritual murders heralded its expansion. He had already made k
contact with various Japanese agents; and when, during the
war, the Japanese had managed to bring the region under the
control of their people, they had snatched Huyhn Phu So
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away from the French police. In 1945, passing from the Japa-
nese orbit to the Viet Minh, the “mad bonze” finally became
one of the members of the revolutionary committee of South
Vietnam.

I then had occasion to meet that surprising man. His face—
that of a visionary, of arresting beauty and tension—was un-
forgettable. Eight months later he had been bludgeoned to
death, after a meeting of the revolutionary committee. As
a result of his execution the sect had resumed its furious hos-
tility against the Viet Minh and its ranks had swelled once
more. Violently divided among themselves, the heirs of the
“mad bonze”—among them such picturesque characters as
Gen. Tran Van Soai, 'a former chauffeur with a striking
mustache, and Ba Cut, an enterprising teacher—prevented
the Viet Minh for several months from entering a territory
that comprised almost all of western Cochinchina. Ba was
executed by Diemists in 1955.

The Hoa-Hao “federation,” with seven or eight thousand
faithful members, was more important on the economic than
on the military plane, for it controlled several rice markets
and held the key to commerce between the nationalist and the
revolutionary zones, and vacillated between Saigon and the
N.L.F., according to the play of various influences.

Despite their feudal, exotic, and anarchic character, the
sects remained the only forces in South Vietnam more or less
organized, whether among the Buddhists or the Catholics.
But, living an artificial existence, these sects and parties were
only a mass of conflicting tendencies toward the end of 1963,
less and less capable of slowing the expansion of the Viet
Cong.
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