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Preface

I have written this book because 1 feel a duty, a duty not only to the
hundreds of thousands of South Vietnamese who died on the battlefield
in our struggle for independence and freedom in Vietnam but also to the
millions of others, soldiers and civilians alike, who suffered the hardships
of war for so long and now are suffering the consequences of defeat.

There is a former military cemetery not far from Saigon where many
thousands of South Vietnamese were buried. Their graves have now been
deliberately desecrated. But an even greater desecration will have taken
place if the sacrifices and suffering of the countless thousands who dreamed
of a Vietnam neither colonized nor communized are simply swept into
the dustbin of history. In honoring my victimized countrymen, I ask the
privilege to honor also the thousands of Americans, Australians, Kore-
ans, and other allies who died trying to help us.

This book attempts to tell part of the story of modern Vietnam and its
struggle for identity, independence, and freedom. My own upbringing
and temperament made it feel unnatural to tell the story in the first per-
son. Yet [ realized that my life is part of the common life of all Vietnam-
ese of my generation. To make this story live, [ wanted to invite the
reader to join us in living through these events and seeing them through
our eyes, as if through his or her own.

I also wished to make my own modest contribution to the continuing
search for the meanings of the war in Vietnam, about which there are so
many misconceptions — both for Vietnam and for America — and to de-
scribe the lessons to be learned from this tragic, yet often heroic, period.
Accordingly, in the Epilogue I have not hesitated to draw conclusions in
the furtherance of what I believe to be truth, reconciliation, and resolve
for the future.
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Chapter 1

The Jaws of History

A THIN, PERSISTENT VOICE penetrated the static on the line: “Diem,
this is Bob Shaplen, Bob Shaplen. I'm calling from Hong Kong.” The
voice kept repeating the name, but the deep sleep [ had been in a moment
before and the drugs I was taking for a vicious flu wouldn’t let my head
clear enough for recognition to take hold.

“Bob Shaplen, Diem. I’ve just gotten back from Saigon. Your friends
need you, Diem. They have to know what’s happening. Nobody has any
idea what’s going on. Thieu and Graham Martin are incommunicado.
Nobody can get through to them. You’re the only one. You’ve got to go
to Saigon to tell them the truth. You’ve got to go immediately!”

By now my attention was riveted on this demanding voice, the first
direct message I had received in weeks about conditions in Saigon. By the
time Shaplen hung up I was wide awake and convinced he was right. I
had to get back. The New Yorker’s veteran Far Eastern correspondent
was knowledgeable and perceptive, not the sort for dramatics. He was
also an old friend. He would not have called like that unless he felt com-
pelled. [ could still hear the urgency in his voice.

It was two in the morning in Washington, and though I lay back down
in bed, there was no getting to sleep again. I had in fact been thinking
hard about returning to Saigon for the last week. But then this knockout
virus had hit. And South Vietnam’s military disintegration in this spring
of 1975 had been so unexpected, and so sudden, that it was hard to say
how much time might be left. I certainly had no illusions about what
would happen if [ was caught by the other side.

Three weeks earlier President Nguyen Van Thieu had sent me to the
American capital, the city where I had lived as South Vietnam’s ambas-
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sador from 1967 to 1972 and where I had visited regularly from 1973
on as ambassador at large. My mission this time was to do what [ could
to unstop the $700 million in emergency aid that was bottled up in the
U.S. Congress, aid that would give shells to South Vietnam’s nearly silent
guns and fuel to her grounded aircraft, as the nation’s armed forces bat-
tled to hold back the flood tide of twenty North Vietnamese divisions
that were engulfing the country at the rate of a province a day.

But it was now April 14. There was nothing left for me to do in Wash-
ington. At the crucial moment, with South Vietnam’s existence in the
balance, seven years of friendships and contacts with American presi-
dents, cabinet secretaries, senators, and congressmen had proven insuffi-
cient to free up an extra penny of life-giving aid for my country. With
the end approaching fast, it was time to return. My ninety-year-old mother
was still in Saigon, living with my sister. I would get them out if it was
humanly possible. But besides that, fate had given me a role in thirty
years of Vietnamese political life, both in opposition to South Vietnam’s
governments and as their representative to the outside world. Although
Saigon was doomed, my place was there. Who knew, maybe I could still
help somehow, as Bob Shaplen had said. And if not, it would still be
better than sitting in Washington watching the news describe the end, the
marooned ambassador of a dying ally.

The next day 1 kept my luncheon appointment at the Empress with
Ted Shackley, CIA chief for East Asia. Shackley had just gotten back
from a special mission to South Vietnam for President Ford. He would
have the latest information, and before I left | wanted to hear his assess-
ment of the situation. Shackley’s prognosis was grim. Saigon was already
dangerous and would quickly become more so. Thieu was a lost soul,
“numbed.” The South Vietnamese president hadn’t even been able to
keep his mind on the discussion Shackley and Army Chief of Staff Fred-
erick Weyand had had with him. A man overwhelmed by the immensity
of the debacle.

By the following morning I was ready to leave for Saigon, with a short
layover in Hong Kong to talk with Shaplen. At Washington’s National
Airport | said an emotional goodbye to my wife and three children: Luu,
twenty-four; Giao, twenty; and Han, at eight too young to understand
but old enough to sense the difference in this leavetaking. My wife was
worried but as supportive as always. Though she had a sharp apprecia-
tion of the dangers, she also knew that if I didn’t go | would regret it the
rest of my life.

The Pan Am jumbo jet made its way west while I slept fitfully, ex-
hausted in mind and body and only vaguely aware of the stops in San
Francisco and Honolulu. Twenty hours later I stepped out of the plane
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at Hong Kong’s Kai Tak Airport and went immediately to Shaplen’s
apartment. When I arrived it was afternoon. Till late that night I sat with
him as he talked about the chaos in Saigon. “Nobody there knows any-
thing about what’s really happening, especially about American inten-
tions. It’s an absolutely critical situation. But they still have a lot of illu-
sions about help from the United States, and about a compromise solution.”

There were a million rumors, he said, and a general belief that the
United States could not simply stand back and watch an ally of twenty
years be destroyed by its Soviet-supplied Communist enemy. Somehow
the Americans would even now save the situation. Fleets of B-52s were
being sent to rip apart the fully exposed North Vietnamese divisions. U.S.
marines were readying themselves to land in the Mekong Delta, to secure
South Vietnam’s rice basket as a new state. Kissinger was negotiating a
further division of the country with the North Vietnamese, ceding the
central provinces and promising massive economic assistance in return
for a cease-fire. These were only a few of the stories making the rounds,
stories that were affecting not just the morale of the population but of
the government itself, which had become blind and paralyzed and beset
by fancy. “They need the truth of it,” said Shaplen. “That’s why you had
to come back.”

“The truth of it,” I told him, “is that as far as the United States is
concerned, this war is over.”

“Then that,” he said, giving me an intense look, “‘is what you have to
go and tell them.”

The next day, April 17, [ was on the Air France flight to Saigon. Land-
ing at Tan Son Nhut at four in the afternoon, I was surprised by the
relative calm. After Shaplen’s description, I had half-expected to find my-
self in the middle of a madhouse. Then [ noticed the crowd milling around
the Air America restricted area, awaiting what was clearly a high-volume
airlift outbound. On the ride into town, the traffic on the other side of
the two-lane thoroughfare was piled up — lines of cars headed toward
the airport.

In Saigon, the only outward indication that people were aware of the
wave sweeping toward the city was the unusually nervous bustle of street
crowds. Each face in the sea of movement seemed set and preoccupied.
The ordinary air of diffuse energy and noise was gone, replaced by the
determined expressions of people who had a lot to do in a hurry. That
day, two hundred miles to the north, Phan Rang, President Thieu’s native
province, fell to the invaders.

At my apartment on Nguyen Hue Street my mother and sister were
happy and relieved that I had come. They were growing anxious about
the developing crisis and were at a loss about what to do. The only other
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member of our immediate family was my brother, a professor in Hanoi,
who had remained in North Vietnam with my father when my mother
and sister had fled south in 1951. Obviously, no help could be expected
from that quarter.

As soon as we had embraced and I had assured them that I would take
care of things, I put in a call to Thieu at the presidential palace. His chief
of staff, Colonel Vo Van Cam, came on the line and said he would let
the president know immediately that I was in Saigon and then get back
to me quickly. A few minutes later Cam was on the phone again, telling
me that “the president is very busy and very agitated by the loss of Phan
Rang.” Thieu had asked me to see the prime minister right away.

That message said everything necessary about how black the situation
truly was. Thieu himself had sent me as his emissary to the United States.
Now I was back, straight from the only possible source of South Viet-
nam’s salvation. Whatever the news, hopeful or desperate, he needed to
know it right away. Instead I was to see the prime minister, Nguyen Ba
Can, a man Thieu regarded with barely concealed scorn. Always before,
under far less critical circumstances, | had had immediate personal ac-
cess. I thought of CIA chief Shackley’s assessment — Thieu was “over-
whelmed,” “numbed” — and of Shaplen’s report that Thieu (and U.S.
Ambassador Graham Martin, too) was “incommunicado.” “Who,” | said
to myself, “is running things?”” How fast events had raced since mid-
March and the marathon session I had had with the president before
taking off for Washington — a brief three weeks before.

March 11 had been the beginning of the end, though nobody saw it at
the time. On that day Banmethuot, a lightly defended provincial capital
in the central highlands, was overrun by a surprise attack of three North
Vietnamese divisions. In the Saigon government there was no panic. Ban-
methuot was a serious setback, but hardly a fatal one. We had recaptured
larger cities in the past — Hue after the Tet offensive in 1968, Quang Tri
after the 1972 spring offensive — and now crack South Vietnamese spe-
cial forces were being mobilized for an attempt to take back Banmethuot.

At that time I had just returned from a fence-mending visit to New
Delhi, one of the many stops that made up my itinerary as South Viet-
nam’s ambassador at large, a diplomatic troubleshooter attempting to
shore up my country’s image, improve bilateral relations, and seek finan-
cial aid in Southeast Asia, Japan, India, France, and anywhere else a need
or an opportunity presented itself.

This activity I combined with regular visits to Washington — my brief-
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case bulging with documents on military and economic necessities —
lobbyist and public relations man for a cause that was growing less and
less popular with each passing day. Now, on March 15, Thieu had asked
me to come in, to prepare me for yet another mission to the United States,
a more pressing one this time, with the North Vietnamese offensive in
full bloom and the fallen Banmethuot a potential key to the strategic
central highlands.

Typically, my meetings with Thieu were far-ranging affairs that would
include blunt discussions of world politics as well as analyses of every
important dimension of South Vietham’s domestic life. 1 had been drafted
into the Thieu-Ky government back in 1965, directly from my job as
cabinet-level chief of staff to Dr. Phan Huy Quat, the last civilian prime
minister. As a convinced opponent of military rule, I had had few positive
feelings about the generals who were then replacing Quat’s administra-
tion with their own. But when Quat himself urged me to accept their
invitation, I swallowed my reservations. South Vietnam needed every ad-
vantage it could muster in its dealings with the United States, its huge
protector. As the Quat government’s liaison with the Americans, for bet-
ter or worse 1 had developed an excellent rapport with Ambassador
Maxwell Taylor and Alexis Johnson, the top-ranking State Department
official who served as Taylor’s deputy. Besides that, I knew how impor-
tant it was to the generals that they retain some highly visible civilian
presence in their government.

When the Quat administration fell, I had been anxious to get back to
private life and my job as editor and publisher of the Saigon Post. But
the fact that the generals were so determined to keep me on suggested [
would have the leverage to make my views heard in the new government,
And if not, [ could always quit. So I took the job, secure in my indepen-
dence and willing to see if T could continue to serve in a way that would
be compatible with my integrity and productive for the country.

The upshot was that my relationship with Thieu and Ky was blunt
indeed. Thieu especially was not noted for his tolerance of criticism, and
it was something of a wonder to both me and others that he could put
up for so long with my regular harping on themes that were anything but
dear to his heart. Foremost among these was the need for a government
of national unity. As far as I was concerned, Thieu’s cabinet was made
up almost entirely of passive incompetents, many of them corrupt and
none of them willing to do more than acquiesce to the president’s wishes.
Only a government of strong individuals who represented the country’s
various non-Communist political factions, including the opposition, could
rally national support against North Vietnam and the Vietcong and begin
to resolve the host of urgent social concerns.

It wasn’t that Thieu was blind to the shortcomings of his administra-
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tion. In our private talks that would follow the typically sterile and un-
productive cabinet meetings his frustrations would break out. “Look at
them,” he would snarl in frustration. “These people are utterly worth-
less!”

These were the times to press the issue. “‘I've told you, Mr. President.
You have got to change this government.” But as the discussion warmed
up, inevitably the response would come. “I'm considering it. I'll give it
some thought.” In the end, the dilatory, indecisive nature of the man
always prevailed. To whatever extent he actually understood the vital
need for change, that understanding would be lapped in a sea of tempor-
izing, suspicious cerebration that precluded action.

Still, by March 1§ Thieu had been in deep political trouble for months.
And now, with the accelerating North Vietnamese offensive applying its
own iron logic, the time had come for a showdown. | knew how critical
our aid requirements were (though neither I nor anyone else suspected
how quickly the enemy avalanche would descend), and I intended to use
this moment for whatever leverage it could provide. So it was that when
the president summoned me on the fifteenth, I sent back the clearest sig-
nal possible. I would of course meet with him, but I wanted to bring two
others with me: my good friends Tran Van Do, former foreign minister,
and the labor leader Tran Quoc Buu, both active politicians who were
outside the government. With these men along, there could be no ques-
tion about which issues I intended to address.

When Thieu’s chief of staff called to say that the president would be
pleased to see the three of us together, I knew [ was in a position to push
hard. In particular, I would hammer on the link between American pub-
lic opinion and congressional responsiveness to our requests.

Thieu knew from years of briefings by myself and others that in the
United States he was widely regarded as an oppressive militarist and dic-
tator. It was, in fact, one of my greatest frustrations that I had been
unable to impress on him the corrosive effect this perception had on our
relations with the Americans. Typically, he would answer my disserta-
tions on the ultimate importance of American public opinion by insisting
that many of the U.S. criticisms were “exaggerated” and “unjustified.”
My response was always the same: “As long as you still need their help,
you have to take their views into account. The moment you can say you
don’t need them — that moment you can tell them to go to hell.”

Now, of course, Thieu’s need for the Americans could not have been
more graphic. The loss of Banmethuot was the most pointed kind of
stimulus. With Do and Buu reinforcing me, [ spent a good part of our
five-hour meeting insisting on the necessity for immediately forming a
government of national unity. Even at this hour such a change might
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affect the response | would receive at the White House and on Capitol
Hill. At the very least, it would rally the spirit of the nation to resist. So
tense were our discussions that word leaked out (as it was later reported
by the CIA’s Frank Snepp) that I had demanded Thieu’s resignation. |
did not; but everything short of it that I could do, I did.

Even then Thieu remained unreceptive. He went so far as to agree in
principle to restructure the government. He even asked us to provide him
with “practical formulas™ for doing it. But underneath I knew he was
still temporizing, promising as he had so many times before, with no
intention of taking action. Even in his extremity he proved to be a man
blindly wedded to power, incapable of accommodating himself to either
the needs of his own people or those of his sole support, the ally by which
he would live or die.

On March 22 [ arrived in a Washington just beginning to comc alive
with the beauty of the spring. But the incipient bloom of azalea, dog-
wood, and cherry did nothing to lighten the mounting anxiety in my
heart. Stopping over in Paris, [ had learned of the disastrous retreat from
the highlands. Instead of attempting to stabilize the military situation in
the center after the loss of Banmethuot, Thieu had elected to pull back to
the coast. With the main roads interdicted, the retreating South Vietnam-
ese troops had been forced to use an old logging trail. There, in the heart
of the highland forests, the fleeing columns had been cut in half and
annihilated. Now North Vietnamese army units were attacking the coastal
highway, isolating the major cities of Hue and Danang. What had been
a limited local defeat was rapidly developing into a stunning military
catastrophe.

The tragedy unfolding on South Vietnam’s coast turned the $700 mil-
lion in emergency funds — the object of my trip — from an urgent ne-
cessity into a matter of life or death. The continued existence of my coun-
try was now to play out its final act in the halls of Congress. In my years
of experience with trying to move Congresses, | had developed a fairly
standard series of steps that included preliminary meetings at the White
House, the National Security Council, the State Department, and the
Pentagon. After these I would get together privately with journalists on
the Vietnam and congressional beats. By the time [ completed my rounds,
I could count on having a good feel for where senators and representa-
tives stood on a particular issue. By then I would be well prepared to
meet with the congressmen themselves, with friends to rally support, and
with critics to urge reconsideration.

The day after I arrived in Washington, Hue, the old imperial capital,
was cut off. Hundreds of thousands of refugees pushed southward down
the coastal highway to Danang, fleeing the North Vietnamese spearhead.



