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had told D
iem

 and N
hu w

hat the A
m

erican G
overnm

ent expected 
of them

. T
he next m

ove, he felt, w
as theirs. N

either w
as to m

ake a 
m

ove until the end of O
ctober w

hen D
iem

 invited L
odge to ac-

com
pany him

 to the opening of an atom
ic energy research lab-

oratory. In the m
eantim

e there had been a flood of expletives in 
the governm

ent-controlled press about L
odge, K

ennedy, and the 
U

nited S
tates generally. T

he A
m

erican press, in particular, w
as a 

favorite target for D
iem

 and the N
hus—

and A
m

erican reporters 
returned the com

plim
ent. D

uring this period there w
as a "good-

w
ill" tour by M

adam
e N

hu to the U
nited S

tates and W
estern 

E
urope. T

he photogenic em
issary, w

ho w
as now

 being referred to 
as the "D

ragon L
ady," lost no chance to appear on-television, at 

w
om

en's clubs, or at political m
eetings. S

he and her husband 
m

ust have suspected that m
atters w

ere taking a dangerous turn 
in V

ietnam
, and her departure from

 S
aigon at this tim

e m
ay have 

been m
otivated by the desire to get out w

hile there w
as still a 

chance to do so. B
ut since she w

as accom
panied by only one of her 

children ( the others w
ere taken out of S

aigon in the care of an 
A

m
erican E

m
bassy O

fficer to join her in R
om

e after N
hu w

as m
ur-

dered), a m
ore likely explanation for her trip at this particular 

m
om

ent w
ould be that she and her husband felt there m

ight be 
one final, desperate chance to turn A

m
erican policy around. In 

any case, her m
ission w

as not only unsuccessful, but it exacerbated 
the anti-D

iem
/N

hu feeling in the U
nited S

tates. C
alling A

m
erican 

officers "little soldiers of fortune," castigating the A
m

erican press, 
and casting aspersions on the steadfastness and integrity of the 
A

m
erican G

overnm
ent did little to help D

iem
's cause. 

M
adam

e N
hu w

as not the only V
IP

 traveling across the P
a-

cific during the early autum
n. A

t a N
ational S

ecurity C
ouncil 

m
eeting in late S

eptem
ber it w

as decided to send S
ecretary M

c-
N

am
ara and G

eneral T
aylor to V

ietnam
 to get the "facts" on the 

situation in S
aigon. T

he W
hite H

ouse w
as anxious to avoid, if it 

could, any speculation that the trip w
as related to the political 

crisis in V
ietnam

. T
he official announcem

ent m
ade a special point 

of noting that the S
ecretary and the C

hairm
an of the Joint C

hiefs 
w

ere going on a "m
ilitary m

ission." B
ut efforts to m

inim
ize the 

political im
plications of the trip beguiled few

 people either in the 

U
nited S

tates or V
ietnam

. T
h

e N
ew

 Y
o

rk T
im

es reported that 
"T

he crucial problem
 facing the A

dm
inistration w

as not the tem
-

porary state of affairs in the D
elta or elsew

here in S
outh V

ietnam
 

. . . but a fundam
ental evaluation of S

aigon's capacity to go on 
w

ith the w
ar in the light of its unsolved political difficulties." M

c-
N

am
ara and T

aylor w
ere expected to provide the P

resident w
ith 

view
s w

hich w
ould "help decide further U

nited S
tates policy in 

dealing w
ith the regim

e of P
resident N

go D
inh D

iem
." ' 1  

T
he M

cN
am

ara-T
aylor report to the P

resident w
as optim

istic 
w

ith respect to the m
ilitary situation but full of foreboding w

ith 
respect to political developm

ents. Indeed, the tw
o em

issaries said, 
there w

ere already signs that the B
uddhist crisis and the political 

tensions in S
aigon had created hostility am

ong m
ilitary officers 

against the D
iem

 regim
e. B

oth M
cN

am
ara and T

aylor favored 
continuing pressure on S

aigon for m
oderation and reform

. B
ut 

according to one presum
ably know

ledgeable source, R
oger H

ils-
m

an ( at the tim
e A

ssistant S
ecretary of S

tate for F
ar E

astern 
A

ffairs ), they then insisted that the public N
ational Security C

oun-
cil announcem

ent of their findings refer to the fact that the w
ar 

w
as going w

ell and that "the P
entagon w

as right" in its reports of 
progress." In the event, the official W

hite H
ouse statem

ent ac-
lm

ow
ledged, "T

he m
ilitary program

 in S
outh V

iet-N
am

 has m
ade 

progress and is sound in principle, though im
provem

ents are being 
energetically sought." 22  

H
ilsm

an m
ay have been present at the C

ouncil m
eeting ( I w

as 
not ), and his account of M

cN
am

ara's insistence on a W
hite H

ouse 
stam

p of approval for the w
ay the w

ar w
as going m

ay, therefore, 
reflect his firsthand observations. B

ut I w
as in the W

est B
asem

ent 
o

f th
e W

h
ite H

o
u

se w
h

en
 th

e m
eetin

g
 ad

jo
u

rn
ed

 an
d

 I re-
view

ed the final draft of the statem
ent w

ith K
ennedy's S

pecial 
A

ssistant M
cG

eorge B
undy and D

eputy A
ssistant S

ecretary of 
D

efense W
illiam

 B
undy. I w

as not troubled by the reference to 
m

ilitary progress ( such statem
ents w

ere now
 part of the liturgy ) 

but w
as surprised and outraged over this one: "S

ecretary M
c-

N
am

ara and G
eneral T

aylor reported their judgm
ent that the 

m
ajor part of the U

 S
 m

ilitary task can be com
pleted by the end 
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of 1985, although there m
ay be a continuing requirem

ent for a 
lim

ited num
ber of U

 S training personnel." 
T

his sentence w
as not only gratuitous, but it w

as loaded w
ith 

booby traps. F
or the past several m

onths the press had been m
ak-

ing a convincing case that official reporting on the m
ilitary situa-

tion in V
ietnam

 w
as overly optim

istic. T
he announcem

ent of the 
M

cN
am

ara—
T

aylor findings w
as too sanguine in any case. T

he 
"B

ring-the-boys-hom
e-by-1965" flavor w

ould destroy w
hatever 

credibility it had. B
oth B

undys agreed, but B
ill had little elbow

 
room

. F
inally, in utter exasperation B

ill said, "L
ook, I'm

 under 
instructions!" In W

ashington that closes any argum
ent, unless re-

course is taken by tackling the Instructor. M
ac called Secretary 

M
cN

am
ara, but w

as unable to persuade him
 to change his m

ind. 
M

cN
am

ara seem
ed to have been trapped too; the sentence m

ay 
have been w

orked out privately w
ith K

ennedy and therefore  h
i-

bedded in concrete. T
he w

ords rem
ained, and M

cN
am

ara and 
the A

dm
inistration w

ere to pay a heavy price for them
. T

hey w
ere 

not ignored by the w
aiting press. V

IE
T

N
A

M
 V

IC
T

O
R

Y
 B

Y
 E

N
D

 
O

F
 '65 E

N
V

ISA
G

E
D

 B
Y

 U
.S. w

as T
he N

ew
 Y

ork T
im

es headline 
on O

ctober 3. 
T

h
e d

ram
atic p

red
iction

 h
ad

 th
e effect of su

b
m

ergin
g th

e 
m

ost significant part of the W
hite H

ouse announcem
ent, a som

ber 
reflection of the A

dm
inistration's current view

s and fears: "Ite 
political situation in South V

iet-N
am

 r -m
ain

s deeply serious. T
he 

U
nited States has m

ade clear its continuing opposition to any 
repressive actions in South V

iet-N
am

. W
hile such actions have not 

yet significantly affected the m
ilitary efforts, they could do so in 

the future." 25  
.
 
	

.
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A
s part of the last gasp effort to apply pressure on D

iem
 in

 the 
late sum

m
er and early autum

n, the A
dm

inistration cancelled the 
funding program

 for N
hu's Special F

orces. A
lthough these troops 

w
ere designed to be an elite com

bat unit, the regim
e had been its  

ing them
 as a P

alace G
uard. ( T

his w
as the force w

hich reporteqly 
w

as used to sm
ash the pagodas during the A

ugust reprisals against 
the B

uddhists.) A
fter considerable soul searching and w

ith som
e 
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encouragem
ent from

 the Senate, K
ennedy also cut off A

m
erican 

im
port aid to the V

ietnam
ese G

overnm
ent T

his aspect of A
m

eri-
can econom

ic assistance, know
n as the C

om
m

odity Im
port P

ro-
gram

, am
ounted to about $150 m

illion a year. It perm
itted private 

V
ietnam

ese firm
s to im

port subsidized non-m
ilitary, largely luxury 

item
s w

hich w
ere then sold on the open m

arket. T
he program

 w
as 

designed to soak up the ever-increasing supply of piasters in cir-
culation. T

here w
as considerable doubt, how

ever, that a cut in 
im

port aid w
ould have any im

m
ediate influence on D

iem
 and N

hu 
—

the w
arehouses in Saigon w

ere then bulging w
ith consum

er 
goods. T

here w
as also som

e concern that cutting off the flow
 of 

such com
m

odities as canned m
ilk w

ould entail real sacrifice on the 
part of the m

ost innocent and helpless of the V
ietnam

ese popula-
tion. I can rem

em
ber, a lively debate at a W

hite H
ouse staff m

eet-
ing on the lone of w

hether to continue subsidizing the im
port of 

m
ilk and m

edicine, but I believe these item
s too w

ere included in 
the em

bargo. In order that the D
iem

 regim
e w

ould have an oppor-
tunity to m

ake concessions as gracefully as possible, no publicity 
w

as given in W
ashington to the elim

ination of im
port aid. B

ut 
N

hu him
self announced the aid cut and asserted that the V

ietna-
m

ese w
ere prepared to carry on the good fight w

ithout A
m

erican 
help. 

A
lthough ' such pressures from

 W
ashington had little or no 

tangible effect on the course of events in V
ietnam

 during the last 
critical w

eeks of O
ctober, they did have a m

ajor psychological 
effect F

or the first tim
e since 1954 the U

nited States had taken a 
definite step to dem

onstrate its opposition to the policies of the 
Saigon regim

e. It w
as now

 clear to V
ietnam

ese officials and the 
populace generally that W

ashington w
ould not rem

ain supine if 
D

iem
 ignored or flouted requests for m

ajor changes in policy and 
im

provem
ents in perform

ance. M
ost im

portantly, it provided a 
clear signal to those V

ietnam
ese opposing D

iem
 that the U

nited 
States w

as not autom
atically, irrevocably, and indefinitely com

-
m

itted to supporting the present regim
e. 

T
he next act of the tragedy w

as played out w
ith m

ore passion, 
plot and counter-plot, internecine struggles, and aw

esom
e offstage 

noises than any dram
atist could have contrived. T

he cast featured 


