4 Harch 1970

Mr. Murray Chotiner,

Special Assistant to the President
The White House

Washingten, D1.C.

Dear Mr. Chotiner:

It has been suggested that I wmight write vou concerning the case in
Viet-Xam of Tron Ngoc Chan, since I have known Chau personslly sinece
1962. At that time I wvas the Assistant Director of USAID/Viet-lam
for Rwral Affairs and Counterinsurgency and got to know Chau very well
a8 the best Province Chief in Viet-Nam. T left USAID in late 1963 for
private business, but returned to Viet-Nam during 1965, 1966, 1967,
1968 for brief stints as a consultant and temporary member of Ed
Lansdale's Team in the U.S. Embassy in Saigon. During my visits, I
saw a good deal of Chau wvho had a responsible position in the Pacifica-
tion program and then ran as a Congressman from Fien Eoa Proviace in
1967 winning an honest landslide victory. This was the Province in
vhich he had been Province Chief during the Diem regime, and his vic-~
tory was a testament to the popular support he had generated. This is
particularly signiffcant because Chau is from Central Viet-Ram, but
Kien-Foa province is i{n the Delta vhere the people traditionally do
not take to Vietnamese from the north or center. 1 cite this to give
you a feel for Chau's ability and potential as a nationalist, anti-
commmiaet political leader.

Over the years 1 have had many long philosophical and political talks
with Chau and know him as a Vietnamese patriot and nationalist. He
wvags, and I an sure remains, & firm anticomwunist. Yis whole adult
1ife has been devoted to fighting them. That he would attempt to woo
his brother away from the Viet-Cong without betraying him and that be
would try to estahblish some common ground for a reconciliation with
the non hard-core elements in the Viet-Cong is not ineonsistent, in
Vietnamege terms, vith either his anticommunism or his nationalism,
Ea has long felt that the nationalist Vietnamese should take their
destiwny into their own hands and not depend on the Americans for sal-
vation, and that they should be self-confident enough to deal directly
with the Merth.

This i 'Vietnamization’ with enough guts in {t to have a chamce of
ultimately working.
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Y¥ow, Chau s in the procesz of heinr sacrificed to an apparent per-

sonal vendetta Ly President Thieu to get him hy whatever means, It

is natural that those wvho know Chau would find the situation personally
objectionable: however, tihere are larger reasons hevond those connected
with Chau as a person for the 'nfted States to intervene in this affair
whleh concern the impact of the Chau case on U.S. publie opinion and on
the continued stabilitv of the Thieu repime. The success of Vietnaniza-
tion devends on “oth,.

The spectacle of the Thieu CGoverument flouting the Vietnamese Constitutien
both iy vithdraving Chau's {mmuni{ty by an extra-constitutional procedure
of douhtful legality, and then by changing the entire tasis om which he

is bteinp charged at the lact minute, cannct hut convince an increasing
mumber of Jmericans that ti:e Thieu Government is not a regime worth the
expenditure of rore fmerican lives. This feeling 1a likely to increase
public pressure on President ixon for a withdraval of American troops

at a rate greater than Vietnamese carsbilities for replacesent.

Tossibly of even greater seriousness {s the internal political effects
in Viet Yam of President Thieu’s actions. WHis open attempts to cow
the “‘atfonal Assemhly and to rig legal nrocedures are certaic to erode
the all too-narrow base of political support which he currently enjovs.
Ye 15 making manv of the same mistalez Tresident Diem wade, but without
Diem’'s nationalist standing and prestire. 1f we continue to stand by
and to appear to te rivine tacit anproval viile Lie disembovels the
present Vietnamese constitution, vwhich most of the Vietnamese leader-
stir look unon as their last hope and chance to aclhiieve a nationhood
worth fighting for, we are goinp to see a rolitical collapse in Viet
*am on our side vhich will make 3 mocterv of the President's hopes for
Vietnanization .

As an American with service in Viet-lam vhieh Legan in 1954, who has

o axe to grind and who has continuwousaly supported our cormitment to

the freedom of the Vietnamese neonle since 1254, 1 feel impelled to tell
vou frankly that {(n resting the success of Visatnamization™ upoa the
uncritical and non-diszcriminatine support of the Thiew regime as pre-
sently constituted, Tresident :iixon is risking almost certain failure.
The Chau case i3 the most visibkle symptouw of a general political malatise
groving out of bad Vietnawese leadershin with which the »reseat U.S.
¥mhassv 12 Saigon 13 either unahble or um-illing to cope.

7 have nothing apainst Tresident Thiew personally and I do not advoecate
Lis overthrov which vwould destroy the constitutional tasis for govern-
ment in Viet ram and nroduce chaos. %hat 1 do advocate is knowledge-
ahle, unon-di{rlomatic, tei:ind the scene:s intervention and nressure on
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Thieu and his entourage to stop trying to eliminate other XNationalist
leaders, but instead to start providing a hasis for cooperation. 1In
tiie case of Chauw it is probahly too late to keep him in Viet-Nam in
some useful role - possi-ly the best that could he done would be a
face saving comprowise of exile instead of imprisonment which would
at leagt help keer the case from further undermining support for the
Vietnamese Govermment and 1'.S. poliecy. 1t would also be a sign that
the 11,5, has some princicles and stands by its friends.

I cannot do justice in a letter to a deseription of how to get the
Vietnamese leadership to take proper and effective political actions
and to live up to the tenets of their own Constitution. There i3 one
nerson residing in the Vashington area vho does truly know better than
any other American - Fd Lansdale. This letter i{s being written vithout
his knowledge but T suggest that his advice be zolicited before it is
too late for amything effective to “Se done in Viet-Yam,

Sincerely vours,

Rufus . T"hillins, ITT
Presidaent

RCT : 4k




