The Asbasssdor 8 September 1963
C. T. R. Bohannan, Consultant to Assistant Director for Rural Affairs

Conversation vith Minister of Defense Thuan

1. Iate in the evening of 7 Septembexr, Rufus Phillips had a long con-
versation with Minister Thuan, at the latter's request. Since he 4id not
have time to write a memorandum on the substanes of the conversation prior
to his departure at noon today, he reported it to me and requested that I
vrite it. The parsgraphs vhich follow report that conversation as repeated
by Phillips.

2. Thuan opened the conversation by saying that he felt completsly
useless now. Khu sxys that he has bdeen bought by the Anericans, and would
certainly kill him 1if he tried to resign. Neverthsless, he said, he would
like to resign, and would like to know the Americans could arrangs to

get him out of the country if he decided to gquit. He was teld that the
matter would be looked into.

3. Accoxrding to Thuan, Nnu is now in effective control of ths country.
He is the only one whom the President trusts, and, in effect, the President
has mentally abdicsted in his favor. Ordinarily at meetings, Nbu speaks
for the President, and the President gives assent; on octher occasions the
President simply repeats what Nhu has to0ld him to say.

4. Both Nhu and the President are completely unrealistic about the
progress of the war, in Thuan's opinion. Each has asked Thuan how long the
country could last without U. 5. assistance. His reply, he said, vas that
it might last for six momths without other than military aid; but that a
cut-off in military aid wvould precipitate an almost immediate collapee.

5. In this conneetion, Thuan recalled that in a recemt oconversation
with Colonel lec (Permanent Commissioner, Interministerisl Coamittee for
Strategic Hamlets), the latter, in response to a question, said that in his
opinion the present administration, if it continmued in offiee, would lose
the war in 1965. lac went on to say that in his opinion, the GVN is losing
var in the Delta now. Thuan sdded that he was in full aceord wvith Lae
the latter point.
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agents provocaters. Thuan went on to say that in his opinion, General
Dinh could definitely be "had,” for an appropriate price in liquor, wvomen,
ard cash.

T. Asked for his opinion about vhat the Americans should do, Thuan
said he belisved that they should cut off aid, as that would undoubtedly
meant business. He stressed that per-
the part of many of the officers was
one of the major inhibiting factors -- but that all vere locking to the Ameri-
cans for lesdsrship -- and that most could be expected to fallow the American's
lead.
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8. Thuan also discussed

£

last meoting of the Interministerial Com-

mittes at vhich General Cao Corps presented a biefing. Cao, he said,
stressed that operstions in the Delta area are improving, and that the troops
are becoming more mobils there. He made three interesting points:
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a. The Civil Guard and SDC should not be given modern weapons,
such as carbines.

b. Pactories for making "hom-made” weapons should be established
toc arm the CG and SDC, s0 that the VC cauld not arm themselves from them; and

¢. The only thing that he needs to win in the Delta is more troops.

According to Thuan, Nhu proceeded to interpellate Cao, starting by
how many static defense posts there now are in the Delta. "2301, sir”
"Isn't that more than there were six months agot” “Yes, sir,”

4 "How can you then say that the troops are more mobile now?” said
M. vas no answver. N went on to ask how the CG and SDC could be
xpected to be effective vith "home-mads” wespons, if they were unable to
defend themselves with modern weapons? Receiving no answer, he then asked
if more and better strategic hamlets wers being built, as Cao said, and there-
fore presumably relsasing more troops fram static defense duties, why force
lavels were steadily rising, and even more troops dbeing sought by Cae. Again,
there vas no answer.
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10. Asked directly if he believed Fhu was on the verge of taking overt
action to eliminate ministers or Amerieans, or to establish a rapprochement
with the DRV, Thuan said that he 4id not think there was any ssrious danger
at this time, since Nhu is s0 well satisfied with the way things are going.
He addsd, however, that Nhu was perfectly cepable of any or all of these
measures, and might well resart to them if he felt pressed. In his view,
the Arericans would do well to prepare for these contingencies.
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11. As a closing comment, Thuan said that virtuslly all work has
stopped in the ministries in Seigon. He cited as an exampls, a recent
visit by the Minister of National Economy, carrying a detective novel.
Queried by Thuan, the Minister said, in substance: "All we, or anybody
else, do in the office is to read these. We are waiting.”

COMMENRT:

Thusn was very obviously deeply disturbed by the present situation,
convinced that it can only be resolved Yy Anerican lsadership, and equally
convinced that he is helpless to do anything. This last i3 almost certainly
correct.
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