
July 251 1963 

Subject: Conversation with Preaident Diem o::. 19 Jul.¥ 1963 

Pran: Rufus C. Phillip& 1 Asaista."lt Director for Rural Af':f'airs 

1. Prea14ent Diem opened the conversation by asking if I bad visited 
any provinces recently. I replied tlat I had, particularly in the Center 
and that the Strategic lial:Uet program vu cootinuing to make progress. I 
aaid we were particularly happy tbat in Qu.a.ng Tri a:Xl T'nua Thien, pigs had 
been distributed out to even the moat isolated hiDlets. The President said 
that be vaa very pleaaed vitn this program. I said yea that the people also 
appeared to be pleaaed but one thing worried me in th1B area; m&..'V of the 
f'armera, even in the dilrtant hamlets, were vea:ring a arnall piece of yel.lov 
cloth pin.'led to their clothea. 

2. The President did not comment on this but asked about a progress 
report on tbe Strategic J:Jaulet program which I had prolliHd bim beck in Ma,y. 
I gave him a five-page IN%l'lmllrY of tbe report in French without tile attac.h­
m.enta on eaet. Corpa Area which contain the detailed province-by·provi!'lce 
aaaeumenta. T'ne Preaideut then remarked that ao much depended upon the 
province chief in carrying out ttle Strategic Hal.a.let program. 

3. For example, he said, Colonel Dien (the Phuoe-Binh-T'na.n.'l Special 
Zone Cormnander) vu malting progreu in Phuoc Tha.•1h despite stro;Jg VC resis­
tance wi1ile other province chiefs with eaaier situation• accomplished noth­
ing. However 1 he vu VOl'Tied a..bo.lt Colonel Dien' s health. He drove himaelf 
too hard, ru..-.ming Ot1 nervous energy alone; a.id hia lungs were 'bad. I sug­
gest.ed that some of the load might be taken off Dien if he oould be given 
a larger and 1:10re able at&ff. The Preaident &aid Dien had requested sucL 
aasi8tance and that ile lJa4 agreed to help him. 

4. I told the President t.l>Jat we /:lad recently made a successful sb.ip­
ment or aupplies to Father Boa to open up a aea entrance to 1Iai Yen a.'ld I 
thought that thin~s vere progressing well in Father Hoa' s area. The Presi­
dent aaid "!e vas pleased to 11ear t.bat. I then aaked the Preaident vben he 
intended to create the new province vest of Saigon. He said a u.ev provir1ce 
could not be created overnight; it vu particularly difficult to f'il:•d the 
rigb.t persor~ for Province Chief. He b.ad aaked both the Minister of Defense 
and Minister of Interior to propoee candidates aDd they had bee!l able to 
produce only" tvo, neither of Vl'...lOl;l were well qualified. The Preside:1t the::.. 
launched L'lto a discussion of th.e difficulties of running a.;.1 undardeveloped 
cOil.l'ltry Where adequate personnel were not available. He said that the ·•pe­
tite cadres" existed in adequate quaHtity but not real .l.eaders or adminis­
trators. T"ne civilia.rts tend to be af'ra1d or were too regulation-bound 
voile the mill tary tended to be too direct and inflexible. l:le said that 
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the NIA vas now graduating good personnel although they were young but 
that the first thl'ee claaaee had :1ot had any studenta vi th the first 
degree :eacho (.Baccalaureate). According to the Pre8ident, being a dia· 
trict or province chief called fat' &<De educational ba.ckgrou.nd. T'nia 
vu &lao the difficulty vith the military. In addition, the mllitary 
tended to direct rat.her tba..'l to persuade and they did not knOll how to 
talk to the population. Be 11&14 he had recentl.y' replaced three province 
chiefs for various a1lortcominga. Colonel Ut in An Xuyen vaa ba.aicall;r 
a good m&.'l but had been ove.reome by the diftieultiea of hia job. Tbe 
previous province chief in Long .An did not ktlOW how to communicate with 
the popu.lstion, and Major Tho, tbe former province chief of I>inh Tuong, 
vas !"'ot a good administrator having had too many other jobs to do. 

5. The President said rev u.'1derstood that tb.e Strategic Raml.Ert 
Program wu a program or buic datrDeracy and that t:.rtia was the only ve;y 
to proceed in an u.Jderdeveloped COU..Titey. Other approachH had failed 
in Burma, Thailand and elaewhere, yet what the Galrernment was trying to 
do in tbe Strategic Haalet program vas complete)¥ overlooked by the op­
p08it1on. The opposition, including the Caravelle group, vas a mob with­
out a plan. The-.r spoke of democracy but never practiced it themselves. 
Their platform vu O!"'l;y" ''put me in pc:JIIN!l" in place of Diem. ·• V"Letlllllll did 
not need su.eh opposition but it did need democracy at tbe bue, i. e., 
the Strategic Hamlet program. 

6. The PrHident Mid that tbare were a lot of generals in the 
A.rr.:r:f who also did not understand the Strategic Hamlet prograr.l or vb.at 
tbe war vas all abrut. He had replaced some of tneae generals and al­
lowed younger men to cane 1:-::to positions of eomma..'l'ld vho understood, yet 
he wae being criticized by American correspondents for having replaced 
or puShed aside the beet leeders in the Arury. 'l'ake General Don :for 
instance 1 he said. Ti•e replacen.ent of Don aa I Corps Ccllm&"'lder had 
been st.rong.l.¥ ~ by Genel"al Harkins becauae Don vas :-tot aggres­
sive. Now t;.'le correspondents were saying he wu t.ne best officer L"l the 
Arr:r:f. T'ne President then launched into a bitter denunciation of the 
press. He said he could not understand. why Vietnam ilad to be humiliated 
by tbe America.'l Preas, particul.ar-4' when it vu one of the ff!!tl true 
f'riends t.ne US had 1.1'1 Asia. He said the correapond.ents didn •t treat 
Burma, Indonesia~ Cambodia, -- COU.."ltries Which vere brasical.ly hostile 
to the m 1 this va::J'. He said he vu sure that the reactio:-t to this kind 
of humiliation an4 criticism among t..lte population vas very bad and might 
result in same kind of explosion suc:l:~ as occurred on Taiwan. The Presi­
dent said tbat Newsweek had ev&!l accused Bishop Thuc of posaess1!]8 his 
own arrey'. BiShop ~uuc sent a cable to Newweek., paid out of his or.1 
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pocket, Yhic.:1 coat .r.~.im 12,000 p1aatrea1 denouncing tue accruaa.tion and 
tnreat.eabg to sue Nevweek. T'•1e President asked pa..re,ltc.et.:ical.l,y V'ay 
he vaa ;rCN being referred to O:ll;y a.s "Roma.1 Catbolic Preaideat Dieru" 
!lO longer Juat 'Preaideat Diem. This vaa groasl;y wli'air. He aa:id .u:t 
felt that aueh cri ticiam nad go11e beyond vLat o . .1e could reaao:tabl;y ex­
pect the Gav'er:utteut to bear. 

7. The President then law1ctled into a lo:1g history or :a.t.d.dni&:n 
in Vietnam a:1d tile Buddhist affair tram the beginuLtg. To begiu Vi til, 
tbe President aaid, the press il&B falsel;y presented Viet:.l81ll as a :Bud­
dhist country. Vietnam vaa not a Buddhist nor a Ca~'J.olic cout1tl"y1 but 
a COntucianiat country. 'l'hia vaa wh;y, when he becer.te Preaident, he re­
iaatated the a::.10ient Vietnam Govermlent practice of obaervin.g C0:1fucius 1 

birthda.v aa a ho~. The Bud.dhiata occupy the aa.me place tradit1on­
ll.ll;y in Vietnam aa in China. T"ue llud4nista repreae.nted by the Ge•leral 
Aaeociation or lbidLdata vas Vb.at vu called "Bu&lbiam Renove. '' They 
were origina.l.l¥ llp0•180red by the Frertch Ll the pre-World War II ;yeara 
to divide tne natlonaluts in Vietnam. During the war aga.LJBt the 
French, renovated Buddlliam vu penetrated by t..'le Vietcortg a.'ld tl.our­
iab.ed. moatl\r in Central Vietnam areu controlled by tile Vietcong, prior 
to 1954. These areaa were ma:l..nly Bi.li1 Dini1 1 Quang Hgai. and Ph.u Yen Pro­
vinces aad partially Thua Thien and Q'l.1&."1g Tri. Thia vas Yhy there vu 
no real support for rencmrted lbidhiam and the General lkwldhiat Aaao­
e1ation ia the Soutn, except in Saigon. Elaevnere in the Soutll, Bud­
dhism vas of' a traditional nature wit.u ind.ividu&l templea in tile vil­
lages Which were viaited. by mainly the women once or tvice a year. 
Otten theM templ.ea were tom~ and other uistorical Shrines and had 
perhaps one or two old monk& who attended. t.a.em. '!'here vu o~ oue Jl.td­
dhiat aect in the South v.tlicl.l had posM&aed an:/ real orga .. U.zation and 
that vas the Co Sou Mon Seet whiCh was ~~being slandered by the Gene­
ral Buddnist Asaoeiat1on. It was true taat in recent yeara tbe Co Son 
Mon had dvindl.ed in strength but it vu the traditional. &Jddhiat orga­
nization in the South. i'heref'ore, atddhism ned very little IP.lpport in 
ttle Soutl1 a.'ld ia toe Center. MtlC...'l or ita support vas partially COrmiU­
aiat-~Jpc:>naored. 

8.. The ?resident said that there vu nOW' conaiderabl.e strife gobg 
on vithia the Buddhist DIOV'ement between tb.e Co Son Mon a."'ld. tne General 
Asaoeiation Vhich had been taken over by younger monks auch aa Chau 
and Mi:lh Who were tru.ly upatarta and. !l84 a hiator;y ot being ''adventurers·! 
in the North before and a:f"t.er GeYlna, and who had been vith t.he Vietmi!li1 
before that. The President said t."lat unfortunate}¥ Quang vu too weak 
aud lCb.iet too old t.o provide &..Tl:Y real leaderShip. They were being used 
by these younger m~Jc.a. 



'). l)•ddhiat aetiona against :~18 CoYernment vere te ulti:nate in 
ingratitude, t..r1e Preaid.ent -.td. BefOre the preaent Government came 
to power, lUdd.i.lian had never been e~ to organize aor had it 
reeei'YM tu:J:1 aupport. Bowever, wider ~1ia Ooverameut more temples :,ad 
been built tb&n 1:1 t.~e prerl.oua twenty or thirty years. Ilia Gc:rve:rn­
ment had been the tirat to contribut-e to the contrt.ruct.ion of BucJdhiat 
teltplea; vi thout the Government • a uelp Xa Loi would ~ever bad been 
buUt. 

10. 1be President then launcHed i:rto a blow-bf-blow accour1t of 
the .atddb.iat atfa1r fror:l t.ne 'beginning ot the iaciclellt in llue on M1Q' 8. 
'l'o SUIII!Iarise ilia opin!ona: The Qovern:ment. had. been right a.'lCl tne 
Buddhillta wrong throughout the affair. l'or inat.ance, tbere vas no 
do..l.bt iu r•ia mi.ld t.hat t.b.e Vietcong bad eet of't plaatic cha:rgea during 
the incident in Bue; t.he nature of the vourld.a in:tlicteci proved tbis. 
I tl"1e4 to point out that no matter v!Jat the truth vaa, it appeared 
that over 95~ of t.he population in the Thua Thien and Quana Tri area 
believed that the Gcmtrruent had beem at taul.t and vaa responsible far 
kill1118 people during t.lle clemor~tion. 'l'b.e President. replied that 
this IllliY have been true right a.tter the incideut but. vaa !lO lo:Jger 
true. Be vas sure because ne had talked to people lblring h1a recent 
v1ait to Hue. Al8o the coroner's report proved tb.at the Government 
had nat been l'e8p0n8i ble. 

ll. 'l"ne President then spoke in e;reat. detail about various subter­
fuges being ueed by the monka, incltu:U -~g employing hooligans t'r<Jll tile 
market.& dreued in monk • a clot.b.L'l& and otb.ar clevicea, to eawae trouble. 
He aa1d that all the information ne had received inclicate that the Go­
vernment ,J.84 acted vit.'l tbe g;ree;t.eat of restraint. an4 that t.be :&Kldbiata 
were 11)"8temat1cal.J¥ trying to aubvert tile Oover!liMnt. He said t.l-t&t he 
at.rongly objected to a conciliatary attitude tolrard8 these people be­
cau.ae they were obvioual\1 tryL'1g to INbvert the gcwernment. ae apolce 
bitterly about the tact tnat the Government' a weak poaition .J.ad been 
toreed on itJ t;'--.e trutt1 h84 been dUtortect lr.r t.he preaa bringin8 in­
ternat.ioHal preuu:re to bear on Vietnan, thua veeken1ng the ~1t. 
He ccmpa;red the current situation to t..~&t. vhic::."l aiated during the lf)6o 
coup, citing hov, what ile termed Am'bl.aaador Durbrowe'a representatie><'lS 
for clemency tovard the rebela, n.ad actualJ¥ l.owe:red the prestige of 
the Gover·1ment and ba4 alm.o.-t resulted L1 ita overthrow. 

12. I asked t.he Pre81dent Whether he tel.t that. he al:waye got. the 
t.rutll froo ilia own people. Tbe Prea14e..'lt 8aid that he did not "oelieve 
everythLJS he was told 8.1'14 had btl own private aoureea of iruorrnation. 
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He said that the claim of the Dlddhist.s that the Government was carrying 
out mass arrests &gainat them vu o~ provocation on their part. I 
aa1.d that this migbt be ao, but there were specific incidents of Buddhists 
being arreated with no appa.rent &l.e cauae, some of vhicll were creating a 
very bad impression. I aaid that, far instance 1 the other day a Dlddhiat 
monk entered the A:-,erican Bmbuay a.nd upon leaving vas trailed by several 
policemen vno tried to arrest him. He fled back into tbe Embassy for 
aanctua.ry. This had, I said, created a very bad i.mpression. 

13. T"ne President l&id t.h&t orderS bad been given to prevent monks 
from demonstrating because the Government h.ad received definite bf'orma­
tiou trca VC penetrations that the VC intended to exploit all d..emonstra­
tions, whether Buddhist or not, by throwing grenades and setting off ex­
plosives. In the cue of the mollk who entered the Ibbaaay, t.b.e police 
had been afraid t.bat he migl..lt try to 'burn hilasel.f' in front of the Bmba.asy 
or create other disturbances vhich would d.raw a crowd a.."'ld thus provide 
tne VC vith an opportunity. I aaked t.he President if a."'cy''ne had informed 
Ambe.aaador Nolting that tr.ts vaa one of the .tn rea.aons why Buddhist de­
monstrationa were being prevented and !•e aaid, yes, he had mentio'3Eld it 
to the Am'be.aaador. I then auggeated. that the Government might consider 
releaain.g the information in its intel.ligence reports to the press ao that 
everyone would underetand why it vas t..iat the Buddhists were being pre­
vented from demonstrating. 

14. T':"~e President the . .-, witched into a mare philosophical a..·1:d less 
martyred mood and changed tne subJect. He asked me if I 1tx1ev what Gene­
ral Lanadale was nov doing in the Ur1i ted States. I told him to at General 
Lansdale vas still in the Pentagon as Assistant to t.i:le Secretary or De­
fense. He then asked me if I t.fJ.ought t..~ Ambassador might have &.'lY' ob­
jections to General Lansdale's caai;'l8 out to Vietnam aga.i.n, if this 
could be &rra."lged.. I said I thou.g.'lt not, since I had d18cussed this pos­
sibility with the Ambaasador vito had seemed to be favorably' impressed 
with the idea. He also asked what I t.i:lought General Harkins 1 reaction 
might be to General Lansdale and I said I did :1ot knOW' 1 but supposed 
that t.bere vould be no obJection on the asaumptiOtl t.b.at if he came, ne 
probably vould not be primarily' eoncer:led with mill tary affairs. '!'his 
ended toe conversation. 

15. Caument: Throughout tb.e ir:rterviev, trJ.8 President consistently 
indicated that he vas convinced that he vas i.t1formed accuratel;y (Which he 
vas nat) in the mo.t m.i.nute detail ( aa he seemed to be) • It. vas clear 
that he felt tbat hia aincere efforts to take every reasonable action to 
satisfy any just c.lailu vere being vtllf'ul.ly disregarded by enemies ma­
nipulating the Buddhists, and misinterpreted by Western pressmen because 
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of individual animosity against him; aDd that u. s. Government represen­
tatives were gi ·-Ti.Dg too much credence to his opponents. Recent stories 
in the Times of' Vietnam accura.te13' refleet hia vieva of t.be situation. 
Deapite his obvious f'riendlineas throughout the converaation toward me 
perso~, it vas most deprEJaaing to :find him vith his mind ao closed, 
and 110 convinced that he wu being unta:lrl;y treated. 

cc: The Ambe.Bsa&>r 
f>.tr. J oaeph L. .Brent 
fof.r. John Richardson 
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