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—The Washington Post

Getting Out of Saigon

How a 27-Year-Old Banker Saved 113 Vietnamese Civilians

Ralph White




[image: Getting Out of Saigon, by Ralph White, Simon & Schuster Paperbacks]




[image: The Region Around Saigon, Vietnam]

[image: Saigon, District 1]




For the former employees of the Chase Manhattan Bank’s Saigon branch, and their families and descendants in America




AUTHOR’S NOTE

In my depiction of events, I adhere to the conventions of memoir, which hold me to a high standard of truthfulness while permitting creative license in reproducing dialogue. The words in quotation marks were spoken in my presence. The events related herein are entirely true.




LAST CABLE WITH CHASE MANHATTAN BANK, SAIGON BRANCH

THIS IS CHASE REGIONAL OFFICE CLG CHASE SAIGON IS ANYONE THERE

YES MR WHITE

WHAT ARE YOU DOING THERE AND WHY DID YOU NOT LEAVE TERMIJN WHO IS THERE NOW

THIS IS WHITE STOP SAIGON IS STILL FAIRLY QUIET AND SECURE AND ADDIONALLY

ARE ANY OTHER PEOPLE STILL THERE

YES MANY PEOPLE ARE HERE STOP

HOW MANY HAVE LEFT

SIXTY TWO SIR AND HAVE FIFTY SIX FOR TODAY STOP ALL OTHERS HAVE ELECTED TO STAY STOP THERE SEEMS TO BE NO PROBLEM IN THIS REGARD STOP ELLERMAN EXTREMELY CONCERNED ABOUT HOW DEPOSITORS WILL GET THEIR FUNDS STOP HE DOES NOT WANT CUSTOMERS PENALIZED FOR HAVING DONE BUSINESS WITH AMERICAN BANK STOP RIGHT NOW RECORDS AND KEYS ARE AT FRENCH EMBASSY PER YOUR INSTRUCTIONS STOP WOULD YOU LIKE ME TO GO TO GOVERNOR OF NATIONAL BANK WITH ELLERMAN AND TRY TO TRANSFER ACCOUNTS TO OTHER BANKS STOP I BELIEVE THAT I HAVE THE TIME TO DO SO WITHOUT JEOPARDIZING THE OTHER OBJECTIVE

PLS STOP THIS NONSENSE AND YOU ARE HEREBY INSTRUCTED TO LEAVE VIETNAM TOGETHER WITH THE OTHER GROUP TODAY STOP HEAD OFFICE WILL INSTRUCT NATIONAL BANK WHAT TO DO STOP I REPEAT GET OUT OF THERE TERMIJN

YESSIR MY PLEASURE STOP IS THAT ALL

MESSAGE FROM MR KLIMM TO MR WHITE PLS MAKE SURE TESTKEY DESTROYED AND ALL AVAILABLE MICROFILMS WOULD BE HAND CARRIED BY YOURSELF TONIGHT STOP

MAY I SEND MICROFILM AND LAST DAYS WORK THROUGH DIPLOMATIC POUCH

ONLY IF YOU CAN NOT CARRY YOURSELF NONE OF THE PRIOR POUCHES HAVE REACHED US YET STOP

OK WILL CARRY STOP ANY MORE

TKS AND PLS TELEPHONE OR TELEX ADVISE US FROM YOUR ARRIVAL POINT STOP OVER BYE BYE

BYE BYE CAM ON

—Telex Exchange between the author and Cornelis Termijn at Chase Manhattan Bank’s Asia Pacific Regional Office in Hong Kong, April 25, 1975




Chapter One SUNDAY, APRIL 6–MONDAY, APRIL 14, 1975

It took me longer than it should have to spot what had changed since I had lived in Saigon four years earlier. In my defense the place was a study in sensory overload. In 1971, I had managed the American Express Bank in Pleiku, South Vietnam, my first job out of college. Now, in April 1975, I had returned for a temporary assignment with the Chase Manhattan Bank. Just how temporary, nobody knew.

Much of Saigon remained familiar: the high-pitched whine of small, two-cycle motorbikes, the fearsome shards of broken glass topping the walls around residential compounds, the tortured phonemes of spoken Vietnamese. The heat and humidity felt like heavy outer garments. I checked into the Majestic Hotel and was relearning the waterfront when it hit me: in 1971 there had been a perpetual, chest-high cloud of dust suspended throughout the city. Now the dust was only ankle deep. I wondered how many others had noticed.

The military situation in early 1975 was in the public domain. The North Vietnamese communists had used the cover of the 1973 peace treaty to infiltrate seventy thousand troops into South Vietnam. These were highly disciplined, well-trained, and well-supplied North Vietnamese Army troops. These guys wore uniforms, which the local guerrillas, the Viet Cong, usually didn’t. They were the varsity team. As they flooded across the Demilitarized Zone, the DMZ, separating North Vietnam from the South, they were unopposed by our South Vietnamese allies, and when the southern troops did stand and fight, they were slaughtered. Their retreat became legendary for its disorder and dishonor. On the day I arrived, North Vietnamese tanks idled within a leisurely one-day drive outside Saigon. No rational person thought Saigon could hold out much longer. That U.S. ambassador Graham Martin thought it could made his sanity a popular topic of discussion. The Chase Manhattan Bank didn’t have an exit strategy for Vietnam, unless you counted me.

We had fifty-three Vietnamese employees and we had to assume that they would be executed if we left them there. That’s what had happened to the employees of foreign enterprises in Cambodia when the Khmer Rouge took over. Moreover, our Saigon branch manager, Cornelis Termijn, carried a Dutch passport and couldn’t be persuaded that the American government would evacuate him if things got hot. Officially, we were still saying if. Chase needed an American to keep its Saigon branch operating for as long as it was feasible. The bank’s ideal candidate to relieve Termijn would preferably be nearby, young, single, and not to put too fine a point on it, expendable. Previous Vietnam experience, like mine, would be icing.

Chase’s senior executive in the Asia-Pacific Regional Office was John Linker, headquartered in Hong Kong. John had initially approached another Chase officer, Gael Blake, about relieving Cor Termijn in Saigon, and his answer had been a nervous chuckle, likely reflecting the proposal’s expendability feature. The name Blake is derived from the Old English word for black. Linker’s second choice was a guy named White.

John Linker was trim and handsome, bright and confident, a natural leader and a real up-and-comer in the bank. I hadn’t met John before he showed up in Bangkok to recruit me for this assignment; I doubt he’d even heard my name. Nor was I easy to find. If his intel on me had been better, he wouldn’t have begun his search at the onset of a weekend. As usual, I was in the coastal village of Pattaya, sailing and diving by day, and immersed in intensive Thai language study into the night.

I had just been assigned to Chase’s Bangkok branch a couple of months earlier as an entry-level corporate banking officer. A yearlong training program in New York had taught me just enough accounting and financial statement analysis to distinguish a robust commercial borrower from a dicey one. The objective of the academic training was to weed out the bad credits, but local management in Bangkok took a more holistic view. They told me you couldn’t swing a cat in Bangkok without hitting some questionable enterprise more than happy to pay up for the privilege of doing business with Chase. They also pointed out that bonuses were paid for putting loans on the books, not for keeping them off. I was still looking for a cat to swing when North Vietnamese General Dung Van-Tien heard his call to destiny and marched his crack troops across Vietnam’s undefended DMZ.



It was late afternoon on Sunday, April 6, 1975, when Amat, one of the bank’s drivers, knocked on the solid teak door to my apartment in Bangkok. I’d already conscripted Amat into my notions of cultural immersion and he knew to speak to me slowly in his native language. “The big boss says take you to his house right now.”

The big boss would be Hendrik Steenbergen, one of the Dutch nationals, like Cor Termijn in Saigon, who ended up employed by Chase after we’d acquired the Southeast Asian banking licenses of Nationale Handelsbank in 1962. With a few exceptions the Dutch managers were mostly duds. By and large they were the second and third sons of tulip farmers, consigned to some of the planet’s most obscure time zones to seek their fortunes after the eldest brother inherited the family farm. These generally older Dutch guys made big money for the bank when local economies were booming, and gave up those gains in downturns. Chase’s new business plan called for less profit volatility, ushering in the first wave of Ivy League MBAs to the Asia Pacific. We had to stop calling it the Far East when locals pointed out that they weren’t far from anything. We expatriates might be, but they were home.

Most of the Dutch country managers used Chase as a kind of assisted living facility in their quiet years before an honorable retirement. Large staffs of servants provided the assistance. In addition to chauffeurs, they had guards, cookboys, poolboys, gardeners, housekeepers, and caregivers for visiting grandkids. They also had fixers on retainer, often retired police officers with wide networks and meticulously kept accounts of favors receivable. Need an appointment with the finance minister? Call your fixer. Crash your car? Fixer. Gonorrhea? Fixer.

Henk Steenbergen was blessed with a strong Thai economy and a couple of world-class cat swingers in his branch. No one, including Henk himself, needed to know where he would have stood on the competence spectrum absent good fortune and a robust economy.

Amat pulled up to the country manager’s driveway and a servant squeaked open the cast iron gates to Paradise. Paving stones set in a manicured lawn followed the contours of a curvy swimming pool surrounded by coconut palms. A path so close to the water would be unsafe for someone unfamiliar with the potency of Thai beer, much less Thai ganja, stumbling home in the moonlight.

Henk Steenbergen, aged fifty-one, and another man, less than seven years my senior, rose from their poolside seats when I emerged through the palms. Dutch is one of those accents that imparts its distinctive character depending on the speaker. It can come across as sexy or wise or slippery or friendly. It’s a truly versatile accent. Steenbergen’s was bumbling. The contrast between him and John Linker, the other man by the pool, could not have been more vivid.

John surveyed me so keenly, thoroughly, and deliberately that I guessed there wasn’t much to tell him about myself that he hadn’t already heard, read, or intuited. He continued his examination during our handshake and afterward as we took seats around an outdoor table. When I recall John, it is his eyes that I see most clearly, often disembodied, like the smile of the Cheshire Cat.

A servant provided me a tall glass of limeade and I asked discreetly in her language if it was with or without salt, knowing that local lore conferred a health benefit to salt as yet undiscovered by Western civilization. Her: With. Me: I prefer without. Her: Back in a minute. It was a seven-second conversation, conducted within the constraints of a very rudimentary vocabulary.

John said, “That’s impressive. How long have you been here?”

“Two months.”

“Very impressive. How’s your Vietnamese?”

“Couple hundred words, three hundred maybe.” In retrospect it should have already been obvious where this meeting was going, but in real time it was just introductory chatter under the rustling clicks of palm leaves.

“Say something in Vietnamese.”

My salt-free limeade arrived and I took a sip. “Sure.” Random phrases acquired years ago in the Central Highlands came back to me. Just one kiss. I go home. Two canned beers. I’m shy. Eat corn. I do not know. Handsome. Spring roll with fish sauce. Ten thousand piastres. Philanderer. Sorry. I took another sip of limeade, now seized with anxiety that John might know some Vietnamese and realize how delinquent a student I’d been.

Along with the retrieval of the disused words came associated sensory images from those days. Massive clouds of butterflies floating over a field. Antique Renault sedans roaming the streets. Thieves on motorbikes. The stinky-sweet flavor of durian fruit. Card games interrupted by the rumble of distant B-52 bombing runs. An old woman sitting on the ground obsessively scrubbing the soles of her feet. The long crack in the surface of the pool table at the Pleiku officers’ club, creating an uneven playing field for both players.

“I understand you have a pilot’s license and a marine master’s certificate.”

John had done some homework. I could pilot a plane. I could helm a vessel. I could say eat corn in a language understood only by people who wore flip-flops to work. I wondered what else he knew. Did he know that it took me five years to get through college, or that my father had lost his medical practice because he preferred Demerol to fatherhood? It had not been chance that deposited me on the side of the globe opposite my father.

Pale blue water rippled in the pool. Servants glanced surreptitiously toward us as they puttered around the property. And always, palm fronds crackled overhead.

“Do you know Cor Termijn?” John’s eyes were back in X-ray mode.

“Only heard of him. Country manager at Saigon branch. Good guy, I hear.” In fact, I had it on good authority that Cor was a man of steady habits and quiet competence. One of the good Dutchmen.

Steenbergen piped up. “Former colleague of mine at Handelsbank.” It was a flawlessly noncommittal endorsement.

At that point I knew perfectly well why I’d been invited to Steenbergen’s limeade party. I beckoned the servant over, handed her my empty glass, and assembled the first complete sentence I’d ever spoken in Thai, Please add a double shot of Mekong whiskey to my next limeade. These bastards were sending me to Vietnam! The communists were sending General Dung in from the north and the capitalists were sending me in from the south. I called out to the departing servant, Make that a triple!

Even General Dung’s enemies conceded that he was a strategic genius. My best friends knew that I’d cheated to get my pilot’s license. When the clerk at the Federal Aviation Administration told me to cover my one good eye and read the chart on the wall, the one with the big E at the top, I said I’d start with the fine print on the bottom line. “P-E-Z-O-L-C-F-T-D.” I had memorized it after being blinded in my right eye in a tennis accident. General Dung would have been proud. When the draft board asked me to read the same chart, I’d said, “What eye chart?” I’d be the first to admit there’s something unsavory about simultaneously holding a pilot’s license and a draft deferment for blindness.

The servant returned with my Mekong sour. I’d invented a damn fine drink.

John said, “Cor is leaving Saigon at the end of this week. His wife has already left and his household goods are being shipped out.”

“So I suppose the branch will be closing.”

I couldn’t imagine Chase would leave a branch open without an expatriate country manager. This was a bizarre conversation for the lowest-ranking officer Chase employed in Southeast Asia to be having with its senior-most executive. It was the equivalent of a lieutenant shooting the breeze with a general. The softly padding servants and the glamorous poolside setting enhanced the absurdity. The Mekong whiskey sour helped, but not nearly enough.

“We have very competent local staff there,” John said. “The branch runs itself day to day. Problem is that all of the remaining employees are Vietnamese. If Cor were to leave, they’d have no incentive to keep coming in to work. They’d believe we had abandoned them and they would try to get out on their own. That would cause a de facto closing of the branch, and probably an embarrassing one at that. I’m the one who’s going to decide if and when that branch closes, not truant employees.”

I was tempted to point out to my commanding officer that that’s exactly the kind of stuff that happens in wartime. Then again, John Linker hadn’t invited me to hear my views. He’d be looking for a yes or no. I wasn’t quite there yet. I said, “I’m listening.”

John called the servant over and pointed to my drink and said, “I’ll have one of those.”

That wasn’t going to happen. I told her, “Make his a virgin.” When she giggled, I realized that Thais didn’t use the word in its nonalcoholic sense. She understood though. John’s limeade would be unsullied by Mekong whiskey.

“What did you say to her?”

“To hold the salt. They typically make it with salt.” John needed to be brought back on message. “You need an American to sit behind the country manager’s desk for the duration.” Duration was military slang for until the end of the war. Since 1965 it had been used interchangeably with in perpetuity. General Dung planned to refine that definition.

John said, “That’s the idea.”

“You want me there to encourage the staff to stay on the job…” On the tip of my tongue was… by giving them a false sense of security. Neither of us needed to say it. John knew I knew, and I knew he knew. Who knows what Henk knew? John hadn’t articulated his plan because it didn’t amount to much more than sending me in as a hostage. With me there, the Vietnamese employees wouldn’t bail out and Saigon branch would continue to operate—for some newly defined duration.

I drained my sour and the servant came right over. She was a shapely forty-something, light on the feet and heavy on the makeup. She gave me the eye.

“Another?”

“Yeah.”

“A sexy one?”

“Yes, please.”

Missing in John’s strategy so far was how exactly he planned to imbue his hostage with the unfounded security that was supposed to rub off on the locals. Then it occurred to me. He hadn’t asked me to do anything. He’d just visually imprinted the mission into me. I’d practically volunteered. At Gettysburg, General Longstreet had probably given General Pickett the same look John Linker had just given me. It was a look that said, I won’t be there, Pickett, so you’ll have to figure things out on the fly. Try as I might I could not identify with General Pickett.

Still, I was excited by the proposition. It was vaguely complimentary. I had a primitive affection for Saigon. I’d be following in the footsteps of Somerset Maugham, Graham Greene, Joseph Conrad. The Vietnamese were an attractive, pleasant people. The café in the courtyard of the Continental Hotel served delicious, buttery croissants. I bobbed my head and said, “I’ll do it.”

I wasn’t exactly clear on what I’d agreed to do, other than babysit some employees. John was visibly relieved. He’d be able to tell head office that he had taken charge of the situation. He was parachuting in a young American with previous Saigon experience to replace the defecting country manager in order to keep the employees from closing the branch. John would oversell my fluency in Vietnamese. He might also mention that I had yet to contribute much at Bangkok branch. Telling head office that Henk Steenbergen could easily spare me would be the most truthful part of John’s report.



Someone was going to miss me though—Oie, my girlfriend. Thais all have nicknames since even to them their names are excessively multisyllabic. In Thai the word oie is a raw sugarcane snack, and she truly was a sweetie. She was a Chinese-Thai and her English was perfect because she’d attended college in the States. She had an exceptionally pretty face and, in her thickly padded brassieres, was a real head-turner. Bright too. She worked as a journalist. She was a respectable girl, more so than anyone expected to see me with.

It was Oie who gave me my Thai nickname, Seua Cao, or White Tiger. It never really caught on, though my colleagues at the bank sometimes used it derisively. Oie thought going to Vietnam while it was in free fall was insane but also swashbuckling. I neglected to tell her it was just a babysitting assignment or that my corporate title would be hostage.



The standard wait for an American to get a Vietnamese visa in Bangkok was two weeks. Time to call in Chase’s fixer. His name is lost to history but he was a dapper, wrinkled, and soft-spoken old gent whose police specialty had been handwriting analysis. Thai is written phonetically, with forty-four consonants, a dozen vowels, five tones, a sprinkling of diacritical marks, and regional orthographic standards, all providing a rich, multidimensional puzzle for the handwriting analyst. It’s no wonder he was so highly regarded. Our guy was the quintessential fixer. In quid pro quo for my Vietnamese visa, he promised the Viets a no-questions-asked Thai visa for whomever they might designate, and I got my visa in three days. It was a far better deal for the Viets since there was considerably more demand to flee Vietnam than to enter.



I was a light traveler. I packed a small toiletries bag, a shirt, and a pair of pants. I’d be wearing a shirt and pants so that made two of each. Extra-wide bell bottoms were the style and mine were eleven inches wide. Socks and underpants. That took up about half of the space in my small leather briefcase. That left plenty of room for the one bulky commodity that the bank wanted me to take, and for another personal item which I added under my own responsibility.

There is justifiable sensitivity about corporate executives handling large quantities of money. A lapse in integrity was a serious offense at Chase, as it had been in my upbringing. In my childhood I’d had the backs of my legs belted mercilessly for relatively small infractions. When John Linker gave me a bag of cash to be used for exigencies, I briefly considered declining it. Ultimately I decided that if unaccountable money might help Chase employees escape execution, it would be justified. I didn’t sign for it; there was no documentation of any kind. In packing for my Saigon assignment, I tucked the twenty-five grand in with my underwear and socks.

To put that $25,000 in perspective, it cost only $100 to take out a contract to have someone murdered in Thailand. A Bangkok branch colleague had researched the matter after one of the cat swingers in our branch had mistreated his wife. One of my scuba guides in Pattaya had been killed for the can of baht coins he kept in his truck. A baht was worth a nickel. His throat was slit and he was thrown facedown in a sewage ditch. Nice kid. Good diver. Killed for about two bucks in American money. If I were killed for the contents of my briefcase at least my friends would know my value. Say what you will about Ralph, but by definition he was worth twenty-five grand.

A little background explains that other personal item in my briefcase. We always had firearms around the house when I was growing up. I would come home from school and head out into the woods behind our house for an hour or two with our beagle and bring home rabbits, squirrels, and partridge. I’d butcher them myself, and my mother would lead me through one of her game recipes. The guns were kept in an unlocked closet along with other sporting goods like ice skates, baseball mitts, and fishing equipment. Hunting was just another facet of country life. It produced free food. I contributed to the family table.

One of my guns was a Smith & Wesson Chief’s Special, a five-shot revolver. I shot thousands of rounds at homemade bull’s-eyes tacked to trees down in the woods. I kept the gun cleaned and oiled. I became as comfortable with my revolver as I was with our shotguns and rifles. I’m sure most kids in my high school had hunting arms in the house, and I knew several who had pistols too. I doubt, though, that many of my friends trained as hard as I did. My mother had to install a bell on the back porch to summon me out of the woods at dinnertime.

When the Chase Manhattan Bank assigned me to Southeast Asia, I stuffed my .38 Special into the bottom of a ski boot and packed thick wool ski socks into the cuff to cover it. I dumped a full box of bullets into the bottom of a blue Maxwell House coffee can with a snap-on plastic lid. I covered the bullets with an assortment of screws, bolts, nuts, and washers. I’d have preferred to take my rifle, but it didn’t fit into my ski boot.

The leather briefcase I carried with me from Bangkok to Saigon had a small interior pocket which made a perfect holster for my revolver. If needed I could bring it out as though I were producing my passport. Of course, it was inconceivable that I would ever find a use for a gun on an international banking assignment with the Chase Manhattan Bank.



Oie wasn’t the only one who thought I was nuts for agreeing to go to Vietnam. My American friend, Larry, counseled against it. “You’re plumb loco, amigo.” My friends at the Royal Varuna Yacht Club in Pattaya just shook their heads. “I wouldn’t go,” one said. My scuba diving buddies said, “Wouldn’t get me over there.” But nobody had asked any of them to go. Aside from my Chase colleague Gael Blake, whose refusal elevated me to the top of John Linker’s list, nobody else had been asked to go. You can’t turn something down unless it’s offered to you. I don’t think my Thai colleagues cared if I went or stayed. I was the enigmatic new guy. Amat, the driver, was the only one who wished me good luck, which he did in Thai, adding that phrase to my vocabulary.

My Bangkok assignment came with an apartment, and the apartment came with a live-in servant named Nawa. She told me to be careful, adding another new word. Nawa had shown me how to negotiate the price of vegetables in the farmers’ market. I should push just hard enough to show that U.S. dollars hadn’t softened my brain, but not so hard as to insult the vendor’s produce. One of her most useful lessons was the Thai technique for cutting up a pineapple. Nawa was also thrilled that I had such a nice girlfriend, knowing as she did that the downside with expatriate bachelors was infinite. She genuinely wanted me to return from Saigon safely.



Cor Termijn flew in from Saigon and gave me a three-day briefing on the mission while the Vietnamese consulate milked my visa application for additional favors. I admired Cor incredibly. I wanted to be Cor Termijn when I grew up. He knew stuff I needed to know and he doled it out in ample portions of hard facts and droll humor. His was an elegant iteration of the Dutch accent, cannily self-aware. He ran through a long list of people with whom he’d already set up appointments. A few were diplomats; others included journalists and businessmen. One was a restaurateur.

Cor adopted a different tone when he and I were alone from the one he used when our boss, John Linker, was around. With me he was collegial and conspiratorial. For instance, if I was going to become his alter ego in Saigon, I’d need to know where to exchange currency on the black market. When John was with us, Cor would climb the respectability ladder, offering to introduce me to an intelligence operative at Air America or the bureau chief at Time magazine.

Cor also had a fixer I would need to know about, and John would not. Cor would be on the record now, off later. Over beer and sausage at a bar on Sukhumvit Road called the Bierstube, Cor told me that his surname, Termijn, which he coached me to pronounce Ter-MANE, derived from the same Latin root as the English word terminus. With an impish Dutch smirk, he said it was a fitting name for the last manager of Saigon branch. I suppose he meant the last on-the-record manager.



John, Cor, and I departed for Saigon from Bangkok’s Don Mueang Airport. Like Saigon’s Tan Son Nhut Airport, it now did double duty, serving both military and civil aviation. From windows in the departure lounge I could see F-4 Phantom fighter jets, tricked out in jungle camouflage, lined up on the far side of the airport’s parallel runways.

Third World airports on the Asia Pacific rim were having a lively competition at the time for the dingiest departure lounges. Down in arrivals, the competition was for the most breakdowns of luggage conveyer belts. Don Mueang was celebrating its fiftieth birthday and they had been hard years. The United States Air Force had taken one look at Don Mueang and decided to sugar-daddy six other airports in Thailand to support the Vietnam War. Don Mueang had been passed over for refits for a half century and now had the ambience of a filling station at Half Moon Lake, Georgia.

In the airport restaurant, John Linker skillfully moderated the conversation among the three of us. He’d ask Cor a question and Cor would hold court with a flow of colorful details. Cor also went over a list of his Vietnamese employees and selected the dozen or so who were the most vulnerable to communist reprisals. They would be my top priorities for evacuation. If I could only get twelve employees out, it would be them. I also knew the ones who would have to be left behind. It sickened Cor to think he might have their blood on his hands.

In hindsight, I believe John purposely kept the conversation lively and engaging so that I wouldn’t have any time to consider defecting. His call to Head Office would be very different if his hostage had given him the slip.



Once in Saigon, Linker and I checked into the Majestic Hotel, located where Tu Do Street discharged into the Saigon River. John took the presidential suite on the top floor and I got a standard room on the third facing Tu Do Street, not the river. Cor still had enough furniture in his house to support a bachelor so he kept the cab and headed off into the humid night.

John planned to fly back to Hong Kong the next day, which gave us only a few more hours that night to wrap up. He summoned me to his penthouse suite, and when I arrived I saw that he’d set up two straight-backed chairs facing one another, separated by a small coffee table. He set two bottles of 33 Export beer on the table.

“John, I’m not a beer snob but I draw the line at 33,” I said. “Trust me, you wouldn’t like it either.”

Five minutes later a lovely young Vietnamese cocktail waitress sporting a disarming smile and a form-fitting ao dai, the traditional Vietnamese dress, delivered two oversized bottles of Tuborg beer. I noted her nametag for future reference. Then I noticed her wedding ring and stopped fantasizing. I was still fairly principled in those days. After the waitress left, John asked me, for the first time since we met, if I had any questions about my assignment. This might possibly be my final chance for the elephant-in-the-living-room question I’d been afraid to ask in case the answer should have been obvious.

Carefully pouring some Tuborg into a tilted glass I said, “Now that you ask, I do. Why can’t we just shut Saigon branch down now? Tomorrow morning? The situation here, just being realistic, isn’t getting any better. Instead of risking a nightmarish disaster later, why not close the branch in an orderly fashion while we have the chance? Commercial airlines are still operating here so we could easily evacuate any employees who want to leave. Customers could be notified to close their accounts and move their funds wherever they wanted. It would be hard for the host government to object; let’s face it, they couldn’t even defend the northern provinces. No one but Ambassador Martin thinks Saigon can hold out much longer, and the consensus is that he’s…” I searched for the politic word. “… squirrely.”

John’s gunmetal eyes came at me like incoming missiles. He belted out his explanation rapid-fire. “There’s a very simple explanation which you couldn’t be expected to know. Chase Saigon has to stay open because of a lesson we learned in Hong Kong during the Korean War. After Red Chinese troops overran North Korea, senior management was worried that Hong Kong would be next, so Chase erred on the side of caution and closed the branch. It turned out the Chinese didn’t invade, and to this day Chase has a reputation in Hong Kong for being a fair-weather friend to local businesses.” Upon completion of his sermon John’s volume dropped for his benediction. “The British banks stayed open throughout the Korean War and now they flaunt their unbroken commitment to the Hong Kong business community. Not a week goes by that I don’t have some obnoxious British banker say, ‘Oh, is Chase back?’ It permanently damaged our franchise there. I will not let our Saigon branch close prematurely.”

I could understand John’s point and still distinguish between prudence and cowardice. I wondered how he weighed fifty-three employees’ lives, fifty-four including mine, against the reputation of a bank already enjoying global esteem. After all, these were the Rockefeller years. My eyes were no match for John’s and I left my remaining reservations unaddressed. In the coming days I’d have plenty of time for introspection. Maybe my thinking would somehow catch up to his.

All I could manage was, “That leaves the question of how I’ll know when the jig’s up. It must have crossed your mind that Saigon might very quickly become the communists’ next domino. Looking at some frankly realistic scenarios, I might not only fail to evacuate our employees, but I could get caught in the undertow.”

“You’ll be in daily contact with the U.S. embassy. You’ll have some very senior contacts there and they’re going to keep you very well informed. Cor will stay here for a few more days to complete his introductions, and after that he’ll coordinate from Hong Kong Regional. You’ll relay whatever intel you pick up and I’ll evaluate it.”

“Well, guess what, John! I’ve already got some intel for you. Did you notice the layer of dust hanging over the streets and sidewalks on our way in from Tan Son Nhut? When I worked here in ’71, that was a static, four-foot-high cloud. Getting through it was like skiing deep powder on the Haute Route. Now it’s down around your ankles, like a slushy New England bunny slope. It was America’s massive military presence in Saigon back then that kicked up that cloud. Three years ago it started to settle after peace was declared and our military started pulling out. John, there’s nobody left. We’re defenseless. South Vietnam can’t defend its own people. They’re not going to help us; they think America abandoned them. For them it’s already over. They’re waiting for General Dung to show up so they have someone to surrender to.”

“You may be reading too much into that dust out there.”

“Honestly, John, I don’t believe I am.”




Chapter Two TUESDAY, APRIL 15, 1975

I’d been under the impression that John Linker had booked an early return to Hong Kong, so I was surprised to find him and Cor Termijn having a leisurely breakfast at a window table in the Majestic’s spacious lobby. John saw my confusion. “Cor got us an appointment today with the defense attaché, General Homer Smith, so I put off my departure. I’ll stay all day if we can get back in with Ambassador Martin. He personally assured D.R. that our staff would have the same priority in any evacuation as his own embassy staff. So as far as the bank’s senior management is concerned all you will have to do is call the U.S. embassy and they will reserve a plane for us. I’d like him to repeat those words to you.”

D.R. would be David Rockefeller, the chairman of the board of directors of the Chase Manhattan Bank. I thought I found something ragged in John’s logic.

“John, I’m not getting how the ambassador’s gazing on my face enhances an oath he’s already given to D.R.”

“Martin wouldn’t lie to your face.”

“John, the North Vietnamese negotiator, Le Duc Tho, looked into Henry Kissinger’s eyes and lied about the peace treaty. Ambassador Martin’s adoptive son was killed in the war. And because of that he’s more gung-ho than the most battle-hardened sergeant. Doesn’t want his kin to have died in vain. Meeting me isn’t going to change that.” It was too late for John to change his mind about conscripting me. He was stuck with me. That I was even more stuck worked to his advantage.

Still, it was instructive that, at this incipient moment in my assignment, John was openly mulling the ambassador’s integrity.

Time was short and it was going to be a busy day. I needed to get some food into me. I caught the waiter’s eye and pointed toward Cor’s plate. My gesture said, I’ll have the same. I wanted to know what a worldly-wise Dutchman ordered for breakfast on the banks of the Saigon River in the middle of a war. End of a war. Whatever. I hoped it wasn’t brined minnows. The Dutch are wide-spectrum omnivores.

The breakfast conversation I’d interrupted was about our schedule for the day. Cor had tapped into his old Saigon hands network to set up a gap-free agenda. John said, “We want everyone we meet to know that we’re keeping the branch operating as long as possible. They don’t need to know anything about our embarrassment in Hong Kong twenty-five years ago, only that we’re committed to serving the American business community here.”

Cor said, “Yet we do not want them to think we’re naive about the gravity of the situation. We want to come across as both committed and well informed.”

As much as I liked Cor, I didn’t like the sound of that. I thought that being well informed argued against a commitment to stay open. I deserved a say since I was the one who would face a firing squad if John and Cor were wrong. I said, “If half of what we know is true, we’re in an unstable position. Last month Hue and Da Nang fell to the North Vietnamese Army. Qui Nhon fell on April Fool’s Day. Nha Trang fell four days later.”

“Ralph!” It was Linker.

“Okay. On the third of this very month South Vietnamese prime minister Tran Thien Khiem resigned and left for Paris. On the fourth, the Australians closed their embassy and evacuated their staff. On the eighth a South Vietnamese pilot, a so-called friendly, bombed the Presidential Palace, though regrettably President Nguyen Van-Thieu survived.”

“Ralph!”

“On April 9 the North Vietnamese army attacked Xuan Loc, just forty miles from where we are sitting. Xuan Loc is defended by one of South Vietnam’s most able generals, Dao Le-Minh. He commands one of the best fighting units in the South’s army, the Eighteenth Infantry Division. If the charismatic General Dao and his heroic Eighteenth are defeated, Saigon could be overrun by the enemy within hours. If there’s going to be a bloodbath it would start then.”

John didn’t stop me so I continued. “Four days ago President Ford proposed a billion dollars in military and economic aid for South Vietnam, and it was rejected by Congress.”

I couldn’t compare the current situation with the one Chase Hong Kong faced during the Korean War, but how could that possibly have been as dire as what we now faced in Saigon? Despite Linker’s solemn invocation of precedent, the two situations were not remotely comparable. I didn’t think I needed to repeat my objection to keeping the branch open. The cascade of facts ought to have settled the matter. On the other hand, facts had often been casualties in Vietnam.

With both the North and the South having arrayed their forces as best they could, the final stakes of the Vietnam War were set. As the roulette croupiers said, “Les jeux sont faites.” Actually, the odds were much better in roulette than for Saigon.

It was too late now for Linker, or Chase, or America to change their bets, but not necessarily too late for me. Privately I adopted a very simple, one-dimensional decision criterion. I’d stick with Linker’s program as long as the 18th Division held at Xuan Loc. If the 18th were defeated, then I’d get the hell out of Saigon, with or without the employees. With that decided I could keep my mind on my job at the bank without constantly agonizing about the security situation. General Dao would make my decision for me. I wished him luck.



My first impression of Embassy Saigon, as our diplomats called it, was of a teeming crowd of Vietnamese civilians outside a high white wall. I wouldn’t exactly describe it as a mob, though it was only a few decibels removed. Cor explained that they were visa applicants lined up for the consular section, which was to the left of the main gate, with the massive concrete honeycomb of the embassy proper set well back to the right. As marine guards parted the crowd for the bank’s black sedan, it was clear to me that there was in fact no line whatsoever; it was a terrified, lawless throng.

I imagined every person there having a distinct story, carefully prepared for the consular officers, but I wouldn’t bet on any of them getting a chance to finish it. What was there to say? “I have skills.” “I have a friend in Texas.” “I have some gold.” “The Viet Cong will kill me.” The wall echoed with their collective whimper.

From the get-go I liked James Ashida, the embassy’s commercial attaché. At fifty-six he was fit, helpful, and friendly. He was an army veteran, as were a lot of careerist foreign service officers assigned to Saigon. He came across as a friend. He was there to help. “All I can say is thank God for Chase Manhattan,” he said.

That triggered my first question. “Do I have counterparts at the other American banks? Are their American managers still here?”

“Neither Bank of America nor First National City Bank has expatriates here anymore. They’ll fly in from Bangkok or Hong Kong for a few hours, and always leave the same day. They’re relying on local nationals to wind down their business. The defeat of military regions one and two sent them packing. When one bank manager came in to say goodbye, he showed me clippings from a U.S. newspaper with North Vietnamese fighter aircraft parked on the runway in Pleiku. The Saigon Post didn’t see fit to carry those pics. If civilians knew MiGs were in Pleiku they’d panic.”

For my benefit Cor explained. “The government censors the press here. The war is theoretically democracy versus communism, but the good guys aren’t angels.”

I didn’t have to wait long for John Linker to bring up one of his pet issues. “Ambassador Martin told us last week that there was ample room in embassy quarters for Cor and Ralph. Chase is keeping its end of the bargain by staying open. The embassy could show its appreciation by letting my officers move into the residential compound.”

Ashida said, “You’ll have to get the DCM on board with that. It’ll be his call.”

Cor translated for Linker, “That’s Wolfgang Lehmann, the deputy chief of mission. We have him on our agenda this afternoon.”

“But the ambassador already committed.”

“Trust me, John,” said Ashida, “Martin would have intended his comments as conceptual. That’s his style. In the real world, only the DCM can get you into Pittman, our Pittman Apartments.” He wished he could help, but it was entirely out of his hands. Ashida had picked the right career. He was a really good diplomat. I liked the guy, but if I could have magically conjured an ideal contact at the embassy, I might wish for someone other than by-the-book James Ashida.



Our second appointment was with Shepard Lowman, forty-six, Harvard Law, blandly handsome, clear-eyed and clean-cut, who headed up the Internal Political Affairs Unit, and who was located alongside the highest-ranking members of the U.S. mission on the third floor of the embassy. I wondered who his counterpart might be in the Thieu regime. To meet with the prime minister, Lowman would have to fly to Paris. I was initially surprised that he’d even agreed to meet with us; Chase had nothing to do with politics—or did we?

As it turned out, Shep, as he invited us to call him, had been given a very special, very ad hoc mandate, to get at-risk Vietnamese (his words) out of the country. Rare for a foreign service officer, he preferred Vietnamese to local national, possibly because his wife was one of them. He explained the challenge, “The host government requires what they’re calling an exit visa to leave the country. They’re hard to get, even for the embassy’s local employees. The regime fears a mass exodus. Probably reasonably. Saigon could flip from a tropical paradise to Dante’s Inferno very quickly.”

Linker said, “So it’s the Thieu regime that’s making it difficult to get people out?”

I never did discover why Nguyen Van-Thieu was always called by his given name rather than his family name. Maybe because Nguyen was so common.

Lowman was patient. “I’d be less than candid if I didn’t say that President Thieu is fortunate to have a U.S. ambassador perfectly in tune with his thinking. Ambassador Martin is only too happy to help Thieu block the stampede. The only people I’m currently able to exfiltrate are local intelligence assets who would get tortured if they were left behind. I can’t say any more than that.”

Cor said, “We don’t want our employees to leave yet either. But they need to know that we’ll help them get out before it’s too late.”

“Sorry, but you really can’t tell them that. How many are we talking about?”

Cor looked toward heaven thoughtfully, then returned to earth. “It’s hard to say because it includes, in addition to fifty-three employees, their spouses and children. For discussion, let’s say a hundred.”

It was the first I’d heard anything close to that number.

“Sorry, Mr. Termijn,” Lowman said. “That’s just not in the cards now, but I can offer you one assurance. When and if the embassy discovers a way to get its own Vietnamese employees out, we’ll give Chase’s employees the same priority as our own.”

“I’ll shake your hand on that, Shep, if you don’t mind,” Linker said. He rose and extended his hand. “And I’ll find a quiet way to get that assurance to David Rockefeller, who has taken a keen interest in Ralph and his mission here.”

It had to be the first time that my name and any Rockefeller’s had ever been coupled in the same sentence.



Our next stop in this chock-a-block day of introductions was with minister-counsellor, economic affairs, Denny Ellerman. The State Department attracted some astonishingly good people, especially young professionals kicking off their careers with a résumé-enhancing stint in government service. At thirty-four Ellerman was on his third assignment to Vietnam. The first had been as a marine. The second as an economist assigned to the Defense Attaché Office (DAO) in 1973, armed with a Harvard ABD, his way of saying his economics PhD was complete—all but dissertation. When I met Ellerman he was still in the first thirty days of his third assignment, but it had been an eventful month. Ban Me Thuot had fallen to the communists four days after he arrived. When I met him, he had just sent his family on a shopping trip to Hong Kong. I wondered if the ruse of a shopping trip had been for the benefit of Ambassador Martin, who might have interpreted the family’s departure as shading toward disloyalty.

But if Martin had favorites, Ellerman was likely one of them. When he had worked at the
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