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MEMORANDUM FOR THE RJXXlRD 

Subject: Conversation with President Diem on 19 July 1963 

:From: Ruf'us C. Phillips, Assista.r1t Director for Rural Affairs 

1. Preside::t Die~1 opened the conversation by asking if I had visited 
any provinces rece::1tly. I replied that I r.ad., particularly in the Center 
and that the Strategic Hamlet program was continuing to make progress. I 
said we were particularly happy that in ~'16 Tri a.'ld Thua Tllien, pigs had 
been distributed out to even the oost isolated hsnlets. The President said 
that he was Vf!r"J pleased wit,l t~lis prograr:l. I said yes that the people also 
appeared to be pleased but one thing worried me in this area; ma.t1y or the 
farmers, eve'1 b the distant i'ianU.et.s, were wearing a sna.ll piece of yellow 
cloth pinned to U1eir clotaes. 

2. The President did :1ot co:::11aent on this but asked about a progress 
report on tL1e Strategic Hamlet program waich I nad prarlsed h:illi back ia May. 
I gave hiL a five-page summary of the report in French without the attach­
ments on ea.cl~ Corps Area which contain the detailed province-by-province 
assesS!lents. T"ne President then remarked that so J;lUch depe;ld.ed upon the 
province c~1ief in carrJing out tr•e Strategic Hamlet progra.ra. 

3. For exanrple, he said, Colonel DJ.e~1 ( tii.e Phuoc-Bi: .. l-T:l.::u~~ Special 
Zone Comma~1d.er) vas r::aking progress in E1UOC Tha.1ll despite stro.J.g VC resis­
tance v'hile other province chiefs witf, easier situations a.ccm:tplished noth­
ing. However, he was worried about Colonel Dien's health. lie drove himself 
too hard, ruiming or:. nervous energy alo'1e; a..1d his lungs were bad. I sug­
gested that sor::e of tne load 1nig.~t ·ue c.akeu off Die.l if .:e co-.;J.d be given 
a larger a:ad more able staff. The f'resident said Die.1 ..J.ad requested such 
assistance 8.l1d taat i:le had agreed to rlelp niw.. 

4. I told t.1e President that we bad recently lll8.de a successf'ul ship­
ment of supplies to Father Hoa to oper1 up a sea entrance to ilai Ye<l a;.-1d I 
thought that thii1gs were progressing well in Father lloa' s area. 'n1e Presi­
dent S3id he was pleased to hear that. I then asked tne President when he 
intended to create the new province west of Saigo£1. lie said a ~ew provi:ace 
could not be created overnight; it was particularly difficult to find the 
right person for Province Chief. He t.ad asked bot!1 tue z,Liuister of Defense 
and Minister of I:1terior to propose candidates and they had bee:-1 able to 
produce only two, ~1either or whcm. were well qualified. 'l'he Preside.1t then 
launched into a discussion of the difficulties of rUP...ning a.:. underdeveloped 
country where adequate person;1el were not available. lie said that the "pe­
tite cad.rei" existed 1:1 adequate qu&lltity but not real leaders or adminis­
trators. The civilians tend to be afraid or were too regulation-bound 
wnile the military tended to be too direct and inflexible. He said that 

SECRET 

:.. - :· 



SECRET 

- 2 -

the NIA vas now graduating good personnel although they were young but 
that tlle first three claasea had not had any students with the first 
degree Bacho (Baccalaureate) • According to the President, being a dis­
trict or province cilief called for sane educational background. This 
vas also the diff'icu.lty with the mill tary. In addition, the mill tary 
tended to direct rather tban to persuade and they did not know how to 
talk to the population. He said fie had recently replaced three province 
chiefs fbr various shortcomings. Colonel Ut in An Xuyen was basically 
a good man but had been overcome by the difficulties of his job. The 
previous province chief in Long An did not k.110W hov to COl!llm.Ulicate with 
the population, and r~or T'no, the fomer province c...'1ief of Dinh Tuong, 
was not a good administrator having had too many other jobs to do. 

5. The President said rev understood that the Strategic Haml.et 
Program was a program of basic democracy and that this was the onl.y va:y 
to proceed L'l an underdeveloped country. other approaches had failed 
in Burma, Thailand and elsewhere, yet what the Government was trying to 
do in the Strategic Hamlet program was completely overlooked by the op­
position. The opposition, including the Caravelle group, was a mob with­
out a pl&."l. They spoke of democracy but never practiced it themselves. 
Their platform vas only "put me in power in place of Diem." Vietnam did 
not need such opposition but 1 t did need democracy at the base, i. e. , 
the Strategic Hamlet program. 

6. The President said that there were a lot of generals in the 
Arr:ry who also did not u;1derstand the Strategic Hamlet program or what 
the war vas all about. He had replaced some of these generals and al­
lowed younger men to cane i:"l.to positions of comrna..'ld who understood, yet 
he was being criticized by American correspondents for having replaced 
or pushed aside t.ue best leaders in the Army. Take General Don for 
instance, i1e said. T"ne replacement of Don as I Corps Comma.."lder had 
bee."l strongJ¥ reCOI!Illended by Ge~~.eral Harkins because Don vas not aggres­
sive. Now the correspondents were saying he was the best officer in tae 
Army. Tne President tuen lau.'lched into a bitter denunciation of t;·le 
press. He said he could not understand Wily Vietnam i.1ad to be humiliated 
by the America.::1 Press, particularly when it vas one of the few true 
friends tne US Dad in Asia. He said the correspondents didn't treat 
Burma, Iudonesia, Cambodia, -- COU."ltries which were basically hostile 
to tJ.1e US, this Va::f. He said te was sure that the reaction to this kiad 
of humiliation a..'1d criticism among the :popu].ation was ver-J bad and might 
result in some kind of explosion such as occurred on Taiwan. T"1e Presi­
dent said that Newsweek had even accused Bishop T'nuc of possessing his 
own army. Bis.'lop Thue sent a cable to Newsweek., paid out of nis OW.:J. 
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pocket, wnic!1 cost him 12,000 piastres, denouncing the accusation aud 
t:i.u-eatenLJg to sue Nevaveek. T'.ue President asked parenthetieall.y why 
he vas nov being referred to only as "Roman Catholic President Diem" 
no lo:tger just "President Diem." Tuis vu gross}¥ unfair. He said :1e 
felt that such criticism D.ad go:.1e beyocld what o::1e could reasonably ex­
pect the Government to bear. 

7. The President then launched into a long hiiJtory o:f Buddhism 
in Vietnam &.'1d the Buddhist affair from the beginning. To begin with, 
the President said, the press has falae4' presented V1et.:uszn as a Bud­
dhist country. Vietnam vas aot a Buddhist nor a Catholic country, but 
a Confucianist country. This vas why, vhen he becaoe President 1 he re­
instated the ancient Vietnam Government practice o:f observing Confucius• 
birthday as a :1oliday. The Buddhiats occupy the same place traditio'1-
ally iu Vietnam as in China. The Buddhists represented by the General 
Association o:f Buddb.ists was what vas called "Buddhism Renove." They 
were originally sponsored by the French in the pre-World War II years 
to divide tue nationalists in Vietnam. During the var against the 
l'rench, renovated Buddhism was penetrated by the Vietcong and flour­
ished mostly in Central Vietnam areas controlled by the Vietcong, prior 
to 1954. These areas were mai~ B!i.'lh Dinh, Quang Ngai and Phu Yen Pro­
vinces and pa.rtial.l¥ Thua Thien and Quang Tri. This vas why there was 
no real support :for renovated :&J.ddhism and the General Buddhist Asso­
ciation ia the South, except in Saigon. ElseWhere in the South, Bud­
dhism was o:f a traditional nature with individual temples in ~1e vil­
lages vhic..."l were visited by mainly the women once or tvice a year. 
Often these temples vere tombs and other historical shrines and had 
perhaps one or tvo old monks who atte..'1ded them.. There was only one Bud­
dhist sect i~ the South Which had possessed any real organization and 
that vas the Co Son Mon Sect which vas now being slandered by the Geae­
ral Buddhist Association. It vas true that in recent years the Co Son 
Mon had dwindled in strength but it was the traditional Buddhist orga­
nization L1 the South. Therefore, Buddhism nad very little support i~ 
the South &.'1d in too Center. Muc.'l o:f its support was partially Commu­
nist-sponsored. 

8, The President said that there was nov considerable stri.fe goi:lg 
on vitllin the Buddhist movement between the Co Son Mon a:1d the General 
Association which had been taken over by younger monks such as Chau 
and ML1h who were truly upstarts and !:lad a history of being "adventurers" 
in the North before and a.n.er Geneva, and who had been vi th t~1e Vietm!:.i.:1 
before that. The President said that unfortunate}¥ Quang vas too weak 
and Khiet too old to provide any real leadership. Thay were being used 
by these younger mo:-lk.s. 
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9. Buddhist actions against ds Government vere be ul.t1.":18te in 
L1grati tude, tb.e President aaid. :Before the presen.t Government came 
to power, Budd~:.tiam had never been e:1couraged to organize ~or had it 
received any support. However, under :1is Governme.11t more temples dad 
been built than b. t...'le previous twenty or thirty years. His Govern­
ment had been tne first to contribute to the construction of Buddhist 
te'"ltples; vi ti1out tr,e Goverm:ient' s 11elp Xa Loi would :1ever had been 
built. 

10. The President t~:en lau.:lClled bto a blow-by-blow account of 
the Buddhist affair from tue beginning of tne incident in Hue on Hay 8. 
To su .. m;arize i1is opinions: The Government had. been rigi1t a.'"ld tl:e 
Buddhists wro;!g throughout t.ae atf&ir. For instance, there was :10 

dOlbt iu r.is mi:1d that the Vietcong had set of'f plastic charges during 
the incident in Hue; the nature of the wounds inflicted proved t!.1is. 
I tried to point out that no nw.tter what tr .. e truth waa, it appeared 
that over 95~ of the population iG the T:J.ua Thien and Quang Tri area 
believed that the Government r.i.8d been at faul.t and was responsibl.e far 
killing peopJ.e during tl1e demonstration. The Presidellt replied that 
this may have been true right after the incidetlt but was :10 longer 
true. He vas sure because ;1e had t.a.lk.ed to people during his reeent 
visit to Hue. Also the coroner's report proved that the Government 
had not bee.G responsible. 

ll. Tbe President then spoke in great detail about "ftrious subter­
fuges being used by tne monks, L1cl.udL~g employing ;.ooliga.,"'lS f'ran tl.Je 
markets dreaaed. in monk's clothing and other devices, to cauae t.rou'bl.e. 
:ae said that all. "t-'le inf'ormation ne :1ad received indicate that tl'le Go­
vernment t..ad acted vi th the greatest of restraint and that the Buddiiists 
were systematically trying to subvert tue Goverament. He said that he 
strongJ¥ objected to a concil.ia.tory attitude towards these people be­
cause they were obvioual\Y trying to subvert the goverr.m.ent. He spoke 
bitterly about the fact tnat t.."le Government's weak positio-·t i1ad been 
forced on itJ t..'<e truth l:lad been distorted by the press brbging in· 
ternational preaaure to bear on Vietnam, t:nus weakeni;"lg t.D.e Governme.•t. 
He eompared the current situation to tilat whi6'1 existed during the 19(5o 
coup, citi!l6 hov, what ne termed Ambassador Durbrowe•s representations 
for clemency toward the rebela, nad actually l.owered the prestige of 
the Gover;1J!lent and had almost resulted L11 its overthrow. 

12. I asked the President whether he felt that he always got the 
truth from his own people. 'l'he President said tbat he did :1ot believe 
everything he was told and had hil own private sources of inf'or::;ation. 
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He said that the claim of the Buddhists that the Government was carrying 
out mass arrests 98ainst them was only pro·roca.tion on their part. I 
said that this might be so, but there were specific incidents of Buddhists 
being arrested with no apparent due cause, so:oe of which were creating a. 
very bad impression. I said that, for instance, the other day a Buddhist 
monk entered the Anerica."'l Embassy and upon leaving vas trailed by severaJ. 
policemen who tried to arrest him. He fled back into the :&nbassy for 
sanctuary. This had, I said, created a very bad impression. 

13. T'oe President said that orders had been given to prevent motlks 
f'rom demonstrating because the Government had received definite informa­
tion frcm VC penetrations that the VC intended to exploit all demonstra­
tions, whether Buddhist or not, by throwing grenades and setting off ex­
plosives. In the case of the monk vno entered the Embassy, the police 
had 'been afraid that he might try to burn himself in front of the &nbassy 
or create other disturbances which would draw a crowd a.~d thus provide 
tl'le VC with a.n opportunity. I asked tne President if anyone had informed 
Ambassador Nolting that this was one of the main reasons vhy Buddhist de­
monstrations were being prevented and ne said, yes, he had mentioned it 
to the Ambassador. I then suggested tnat the Government might consider 
releasing the inf'orma~n in its intelligence reports to the press so that 
everyone would understand why it was t.'lat the Bud.d.hists were being pre­
vented from demonstrating. 

14. The President then switched into a mare philosophical and less 
martyred mood and changed tile subject. He asked me if I knew what Gene­
ral Lansdale was nov doing in tJ1e United States. I told him that General 
Lansdale was still in the Pent98on as Assistant to t.'le Secretary of De­
fense. He then asked me if I t:.'lought t.'le Ambassador might nave any ob­
jections to General Lansdale's coming out to Vietnam agaiu, if this 
could be arranged. I said I tr1ought not, since I had discussed this pos­
sibility with the Ambassador who lla.d seemed to be favorably impressed 
with the idea. He also asked what I thought General IIarkins' reaction 
might be to General Lansda.le and I said I did aot k::10W', but supposed 
that there would be no objection on the assumption that if he came, he 
probably would not be primarily concer:1ed with military affairs. Tnis 
ended the conversation. 

15. Comment: Throughout tne interview, the President consistently 
indicated th&t~ vas convinced tllat he was i.~fonned accurately (which he 
vas not) in the moat minute detail (as he seemed to be) • It vas clear 
that he felt that his sincere efforts to take every reasonable action to 
satisfy 8.-TlY just claims were being willfully disregarded by enemies ma­
nipulating the Buddhists, and misinterpreted by Western pressmen because 
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of individual animosity against him; and that U. s. Government represen­
tatives vere giving too much credence to his opponents. Recent stories 
in the Times of Vietnam accurately reflect his views of the situation. 
Despite his obvious :f'riendliness throughout the conversation toward me 
personally 1 it vas most depressing to find him vith his mind so closed, 
and so convinced that he was being unfairly treated. 

cc: The Ambassador 
v-f.tr. Joseph L. Brent 

Mr. John Richardson 
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