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For my uncle:

Second Lieutenant Robert E. Hartenstein, United States Army Air Forces. Navigator, B-26 bomber, 452nd Bomber Squadron, 322nd Bomber Group (Medium).

Killed in action on November 28, 1944, as his aircraft attacked ground targets in support of American combat troops pushing into Germany.

Bobby was twenty-two.

—

Ad vitam aeternam





“Great blunders are often made, like large ropes, of a multitude of fibers.”

—

Victor Hugo, Les Misérables







CHAPTER 1 A MASSACRE IN EDEN

JOHN HELBLE LOVED to drift along the Perfume River at night.

For practically nothing he could rent a sampan and a Vietnamese boatman would steer him out into the middle of the wide, slow-moving stream. From there the low outlines of the old imperial capital of Hue were faintly visible along both banks, north and south. Helble floated on the calm, black water in near silence, past places where long-ago emperors marshaled armies, wrote poetry, and frolicked with concubines. Dim lights shone from both shores, but there was little traffic noise, for in 1963 few people in Hue drove after dark.

Helble, the twenty-nine-year-old American consul in Hue, had many visitors from Saigon, often fellow State Department officers and their wives. They came north ostensibly on official business, but really to tour the Citadel, the unimaginably luxurious home of the Nguyen emperors, and the overgrown but still magnificent imperial tombs nearby. Helble’s entertainment program usually included a nighttime sampan outing on the Perfume. He and his guests glided up and down the river, no particular destination in mind, as smaller, canoe-like vessels, their prows lit by lanterns, pulled alongside, offering Vietnamese delicacies cooked on the spot. There were various stories about how the Perfume got its name, but the best one was that it had been scented by orchids falling into its waters far upstream, in the foothills of the Annamite Mountains.

Helble would always remember the languorous beauty of those quiet nights on the Perfume River. But when he arrived on its south bank one hot day in May 1963, he wasn’t playing tour guide; he was investigating a massacre.

With its French doors and colorful border of tropical flowers, the South Vietnamese government radio station next to the river seemed an unlikely spot for bloodshed. But on the manic night of May 8, 1963, several thousand Hue residents, most of them Buddhists, had surrounded the station, demanding that it devote airtime to a commemoration of Buddha’s birthday. The station manager refused, and soldiers and militiamen moved in with rifles, concussion grenades, and armored vehicles. Gunfire erupted, along with violent explosions. The terrified crowd fled in all directions, leaving behind seven lifeless bodies. An eighth person died later.

Helble looked around the station the next day for anything that might shed light on what had happened. He found a bullet hole in a drainpipe attached to the building, and other damage probably caused by concussion grenades. But it wasn’t clear what triggered the violence or who was responsible.

For the past two years, Helble had been trying to understand why things happened the way they did in Hue. Though he spoke fluent Vietnamese and had many acquaintances in the lovely city of 100,000, he had yet to figure out its power structure and how it worked. In some ways, Hue resembled a Sicilian hill town, placid and picturesque on the surface, but rigidly controlled behind the scenes by the Mafia. The insular little city had no newspapers, minimal crime, and—at least until the May 8 slaughter—a docile population.

Helble, his wife, and their young son had come to Hue in the spring of 1961, as the South Vietnamese government strained to put down a worsening insurgency by communist guerrillas called Viet Cong. In those days, the conflict seldom intruded into Hue, although Helble occasionally heard firefights between the VC and local police at a guard post on the far side of a large rice paddy behind his house.

The war was fought mostly in the countryside, and a big part of Helble’s job was to travel around South Vietnam’s seven northernmost provinces, picking up information on local military, political, and economic conditions, and reporting it to his superiors at the U.S. embassy in Saigon. He roamed his mostly rural region in a Willys jeep, with a submachine gun known as a Swedish K on the seat beside him. His assistant at the consulate had acquired the weapon by trading a case of rum to an American military adviser, who was part of a growing contingent brought in to help the South Vietnamese army fight the VC.

Stationed four hundred miles away from his nearest boss, Helble had a large degree of autonomy, and that suited him just fine. He liked adventure and was unfazed by the dangers of circuit-riding through Viet Cong–haunted countryside. Gregarious, perceptive, and immensely curious, he was an ideal man for the Hue consulate, which functioned as a U.S. observation post for the upper third of South Vietnam, directly below the demilitarized zone that separated it from communist North Vietnam.

A native of the mill town of Appleton, Wisconsin, Helble graduated from the University of Wisconsin and soon afterward joined the State Department. He underwent Vietnamese-language training and found himself at the bustling Saigon embassy in the summer of 1960. Within a few months, he learned just how volatile South Vietnam could be.

In November 1960, rebel paratroopers stormed into Saigon and tried to overthrow South Vietnam’s authoritarian president, Ngo Dinh Diem. The attackers surrounded Diem’s residence, Independence Palace, in the heart of Saigon. Helble heard about the incipient coup early in the morning and blithely decided to walk past the besieged palace on his way to work, noting anything that might be useful to the embassy.

In front of the palace, he found paratroopers taking cover behind trees. Wrecked jeeps and soldiers’ corpses lay in the street. An intense firefight suddenly broke out between the attackers and troops defending the palace. Helble jumped over a low wall around a nearby villa, pressing himself flat on the ground behind it. As it happened, the house was occupied by William Colby, chief of the Central Intelligence Agency station in Saigon, and his wife and their four children. “John, what the hell are you doing down there?” Colby shouted from a balcony. Helble scampered inside the house. The CIA executive was anxious to get to the embassy to carry out his duties and asked his unexpected guest to stay with his family. Helble agreed.

For the next thirty-six hours, Helble carefully observed the fighting and telephoned blow-by-blow reports to the embassy. He watched as rebel troops, tanks, and armored personnel carriers exchanged fire with loyal soldiers around the palace, wincing as stray bullets shattered windows in Colby’s home. Artillery shells arced overhead and threw up geysers of dirt on the palace’s parklike grounds.

When a group of mutinous soldiers set up a command post in the front yard, Helble went out and talked to the young lieutenant in charge, asking if Colby’s wife and kids could safely leave their house. The lieutenant then marched up to the palace’s front gate with a white flag, talked to someone inside, and came back and told Helble: “OK, you can take them out now. We have agreed that there will be no firing.” Colby’s family slipped away unharmed. Diem ultimately survived the attempted coup, calling in loyal troops from outlying areas to save him.



HELBLE FIGURED HIS INTREPID reporting from the villa led to his promotion to Hue over a more experienced foreign service officer who’d been tagged to go there.

His consular district was huge, covering thousands of square miles, with varied terrain that included beautiful white sand beaches on the South China Sea, thickly forested highlands populated by primitive tribespeople, and spooky jungles and mountains along the Laotian border that concealed dangerous animals as well as dangerous men. In his early days as consul, he was oblivious to the very real hazards of traveling in his new domain.

When Helble first arrived in Hue, the departing consul, a high-spirited man named Tom Barnes, put him in a jeep and took him on a five-day orientation tour.

Their destination was Kontum, a market town in the mountainous Central Highlands. They started off by driving south along coastal Highway 1, one of the few paved roads in the region, and then west to Pleiku, a crossroads town and home to a major South Vietnamese army base. Normally, travelers made their way to Pleiku and then took an established road north to Kontum. But Barnes knew a shortcut, and the two Americans swerved off the main road onto a muddy track that led into the forest.

They soon reached a village inhabited by mountain tribespeople. There they met a French priest who’d lived with the mountaineers for many years and reported that the Viet Cong were active in the area. The Americans got back in their jeep and continued along the isolated route, winding through mountain forests for hours as daylight faded. They finally arrived in Kontum after dark, parked in the American military compound, and joined some U.S. Army advisers at a bar. One of them asked why the two diplomats were getting in from Pleiku so late. Helble replied that they hadn’t come from Pleiku; they’d taken the shortcut through the mountains. Silence descended on the bar. One of the advisers exclaimed, “You did what? Nobody’s been down that track for years. It’s totally insecure.”

On a different trip, Helble had to slam on his brakes to avoid running smack-dab into a Viet Cong ambush in Quang Ngai Province. Just ahead, guerrillas on both sides of the road were shooting at South Vietnamese militiamen who’d been riding in a truck. Helble jumped into a ditch and crawled over to the militiamen, getting off a few shots from his .38-caliber revolver, which wasn’t very effective for combat. (After that, he took the Swedish K with him.) The communists broke off the attack and melted into the landscape.

One way to foil VC attackers was to drive fast. Helble was doing that on another day in Quang Ngai as he approached a steep ramp that led onto a short, steel-frame bridge. He hit the ramp at about thirty miles per hour, bumped across the bridge, and was racing away when he heard a loud explosion behind him. Checking his rearview mirror, he saw the bridge gone and pieces of it falling from the sky. He figured he’d been moving just quickly enough to thwart the hidden guerrilla who’d detonated the mine.

Helble nevertheless enjoyed rambling about his consular district, typically spending one week in Hue and the next on the road.

The scenery along the way could be humdrum, such as the scrublands and rice paddies bordering Highway 1, adorned only by an occasional clutch of banana trees. Or it could be breathtaking, like the thrilling vistas along the narrow thirteen-mile road that wound through the Hai Van Pass—Ocean Cloud Pass—in mountains bordering the South China Sea. Helble traversed the pass on his frequent trips to Danang, where he consulted with American and South Vietnamese military authorities.

In the coastal lowlands, he often stopped to talk with farmers in their paddies, asking about crop yields and whether Diem’s government was doing enough to help them. (It took him a while to adjust to the sight of a barefoot farmer, standing atop an earthen irrigation dike, his pants rolled up to his knees and multiple leeches attached to his blood-streaked legs.) Pulling into a village or town, he’d seek out the headman to discuss the economy or how the war was going in that district. As poor as they were, the rural Vietnamese were gracious hosts, offering their visitor a can of warm beer or soda pop. After a long, dusty day of careening over dirt and gravel roads, Helble gulped the drink gratefully.

As his tour wore on, it became more and more dangerous for an American to traipse around the boonies on his own. The VC stepped up their attacks, and the young diplomat occasionally was forced to accept, at the insistence of worried local officials, an escort of armed soldiers. By 1963, he was doing much of his travel aboard small, single-engine airplanes with CIA pilots. Flying was faster, and certainly safer, than driving, and Helble liked getting the pilots to buzz his house in Hue as the plane headed for a short landing strip in the Citadel.

Thus alerted, his wife would hurry out to the airfield to collect her husband.



HUE HAD LONG BEEN the cultural and intellectual wellspring of Vietnam. With its backdrop of pine-covered hills, it was a somnolent old city of scholars and warriors, exquisite gardens and abandoned palaces, drowsing in memories of its glorious imperial past.

In the early 1960s, it was a quiet, conservative place. Sampans brought a daily catch of fresh fish up the Perfume River from a lagoon near the South China Sea. Schoolgirls rode bicycles while wearing white ao dai gowns with split side panels that streamed behind them, making them look like swallows in flight. Young men and women bustled about the Hue University campus, where a team of West German doctors was helping to establish a medical school. There was little nightlife, no dance halls, and only a single bar, the Green Door. Hue’s people were the proud puritans of South Vietnam, differing considerably from the less restrained Saigonese in dress, speech, manner, and attitudes. They regarded their countrymen to the south as lazy, undisciplined, and badly corrupted by money and foreign influences, and themselves as the less affluent but high-minded conservators of the nation’s heritage and values.

“We have,” a Hue resident wryly told an American journalist, “one of the most enormous superiority complexes on earth.”

The most intriguing feature of the landscape was the Citadel, a walled mini-city surrounded by moats that had been the home of the emperors and their enormous courts. At its core was the Forbidden Purple City, a smaller replica of Beijing’s Forbidden City, where the thirteen successive emperors of the Nguyen dynasty lived in a dreamworld of extraordinary beauty and luxury, attended by scores of wives and sometimes hundreds of concubines, plus a corps of imperial eunuchs.

The Nguyen lords were entertained by paramours and rare animals in their royal palaces and gardens, or dancers and actors in their private theater. Elsewhere in the Citadel were court offices and homes for high-ranking government and military officials and their families. Inside its walls were guardhouses, stables, war elephants, caged tigers, and arms storehouses. The extensive grounds were once adorned with lovely lakes, ornamental bridges, and perfectly landscaped flora. (In the nineteenth century, Emperor Minh Mang put eight thousand soldiers to work on the magnificent Tim Tam gardens and an accompanying lake.) Ponds and canals within the royal fortress were dotted with white lotuses, the Buddhist symbol of spiritual and bodily purity.

The emperors’ armies were backed on the battlefield by elephants, which could impale enemy soldiers with their tusks and scatter cavalry with their terrifying trumpets. The animals became royal favorites and emblems of imperial power. In a specially built arena, elephants and tigers battled to the death for the amusement of emperors and their guests. (The elephants routinely won, since royal keepers blunted the tigers’ teeth and claws.) French travelers wrote of these ferocious clashes with awe and revulsion, comparing them to the feral spectacles in ancient Rome’s Colosseum.

The emperors were long gone by 1963. But they had a successor of sorts in an enigmatic, potbellied figure named Ngo Dinh Can, a younger brother of President Diem.

Although he held no government office, Can ruled Hue and the rest of upper South Vietnam like a viceroy. Rarely seen in public, he lived with his bedridden ninety-one-year-old mother in a house enclosed by high walls topped with triple strands of electrified wire. Can directed his own secret police force, known as the Special Action Group, which had a reputation for crushing the Viet Cong and noncommunist political rivals with equal ruthlessness. Through a network of informants and sycophants, he stayed abreast of all significant political and military developments in his region. “He had his agents everywhere,” said one U.S. diplomat. Without Can’s blessing, no one got an important government job or won a seat in the National Assembly.

Pragmatic and down-to-earth, he liked to be called “Uncle Can” and was said to have a sparkling wit. He kept close tabs on popular aspirations and attitudes toward Diem’s regime, and was seen as generally sympathetic to common people.

But Can tolerated no dissent. While his brother’s political antagonists in Saigon were sometimes allowed to make speeches and be quoted in newspapers, in Can’s satrapy no such insubordination was permitted. His political organization had a hand in most major economic development projects in the region, and he was believed to control the lucrative trade in cassia, a cinnamon-like spice. He told one associate that his family had salted away $7 million in foreign banks and that if things went bad, they and their friends could sail away from South Vietnam in five ships they owned.

Can disliked foreigners and dodged each of the eager young American consuls who arrived in Hue every few years and sought an audience with him. He pleaded ill health or insisted he was only a private citizen, with no official role in government. He did, however, send the Americans interesting gifts. One of Helble’s predecessors received the stuffed head of a gaur, a large horned bovine similar to a bison, as a going-away present. The last U.S. consul who managed to get inside Can’s home, in 1959, described it as “bizarre,” citing such trappings as two enormous stuffed tigers, a stuffed leopard, and numerous cages filled with raucous birds. A Vietnamese official who’d accompanied the American explained that Can was very fond of animals because he had no wife or children.

Helble, too, tried to speak with Can, but was told to submit questions in writing; he did so and got back only pabulum. But everywhere he went, he felt Can’s unseen presence.

He sensed it every time he tried to talk with a Vietnamese about local politics or the government, only to have that person gingerly steer the conversation to another topic. Hue was filled with police and soldiers, but they kept a low profile, which was all they really needed to do. The people of Hue knew who was in charge and how they were expected to act.



LONG BEFORE JOHN HELBLE and other Americans came to Vietnam, it was conquered and colonized by the French. During the latter half of the nineteenth century, France gradually seized control of what became known as French Indochina, composed of the modern-day states of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos.

In 1885, French soldiers sacked Hue, killing as many as 1,500 Vietnamese and forcing the young Nguyen emperor, Ham Nghi, to flee into the countryside with his regents. The French took over the imperial capital and ran the country for their own benefit until Ho Chi Minh’s communist guerrilla army forced them out in 1954.

Hue still carried a vivid colonial imprint when Helble arrived. The splendid former French governor-general’s mansion graced the city’s French Quarter, on the south side of the Perfume River, where Hue’s most affluent families resided. Also on the south side was the French-built, raspberry-colored railroad station. The glamorous Cercle Sportif de Hue country club, where colons once played tennis on grass courts and sipped cocktails at the poolside bar, was shuttered, but bore ghostly witness to the charms of colonial life.

Helble and his wife, Joan, also got a taste of upper-crust living. They moved into a spacious French Quarter villa and hired four servants, including a cook, a gardener, and a nursemaid for their little son, and, in the fall of 1961, a newborn daughter.

A bridge enthusiast, Helble hosted weekly games at his house with Jerry Greiner, a CIA agent who was under cover as Helble’s “vice-consul.” Another regular was Jan Berlin, a U.S. Army doctor who sometimes accompanied Helble on his jeep jaunts in the countryside. The men drank cognac and smoked Philippine cigars as Helble carefully tallied their scores. He also enjoyed taking his family to a gorgeous beach on the South China Sea. Only a handful of other American couples lived in Hue, and Helble and his wife sometimes joined them at a firing range as they honed their shooting skills in case of a Viet Cong attack on their homes or offices.

Helble liked Hue and the Vietnamese, and accepted their cultural idiosyncrasies with easygoing Midwestern tolerance. For instance, he dined on a number of occasions with the rotund, jocular rector of Hue University, a Jesuit priest named Cao Van Luan. Father Luan loved playing a puckish practical joke on his foreign guests: he served them cooked dog meat, without telling them in advance.

Helble didn’t mind eating dog, although it wouldn’t be his first choice on a restaurant menu, and was sometimes present at Father Luan’s dinners with other Americans. When they finished their meal, the newcomers often remarked, “Father, that was a delicious dish. What was that?” The priest would smile slyly and say, “Dog.” The guests sometimes didn’t catch what he said at first, or didn’t believe their ears. Many of them then beelined for the front yard, making sounds that indicated the meal might not have been so appetizing after all.

Helble loved sports, especially games played with a racket: tennis, badminton, racquetball. Soon after moving into his villa, he poured blacktop in his backyard, put up a net and lights, and began organizing badminton games and tournaments.

The games had a dual purpose: they were partly for fun and partly a way for Helble to better understand Hue’s political and social anatomy. Most of those he invited were government bureaucrats or professors and students from the university. As players batted the shuttlecock back and forth, Helble chatted quietly on the sidelines with those not playing. He asked bureaucrats about their jobs and students about their professors, as obliquely and discreetly as possible. “You always had to be somewhat circumspect in how you approached it,” he recalled. Helble held several games a week and several tournaments a year, gleaning valuable information and becoming a first-rate badminton player in the bargain.

Helble had other ploys for collecting information as well. For their first Christmas in Hue, he and Joan decided to throw a dinner dance party, even though it was known that Can, the city’s unofficial overlord, didn’t approve of dancing. Helble had heard that some Hue residents who’d been educated in Europe or the United States chafed at restrictions on dancing and other Western-style entertainments, and he wanted to find out who they were. So he and Joan invited a couple dozen Vietnamese, including members of the local power structure, to their home.

The Helbles cranked up their record player with Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass and Les Elgart’s dance band. But only a few Vietnamese couples showed up, and they stayed off the dance floor. The party looked like a bust, but the Helbles gamely went ahead with dinner. Afterward, one of the Vietnamese couples excused themselves and left. It was still early, so Helble put on more records and the place suddenly sprang to life. The remaining couples moved onto the dance floor and had a blast. They explained to Helble why they were all so inhibited at first: the gentleman who’d just departed was Can’s right-hand man, and “no one was crazy enough to dance in his presence.”



IN THE TWO YEARS preceding the radio station massacre, Helble had noticed an intensifying competition between Hue’s two main religious groups, Buddhists and Catholics.

Hue was the de facto capital of South Vietnamese Buddhism. Leading monks lived there and worshiped at Tu Dam Pagoda, with its striking tower resembling a stack of giant mushrooms. About 70 percent of South Vietnam’s population identified, at least nominally, as Buddhist, and Buddhist festivals and processions were commonplace in Hue.

While Catholics made up only 10 to 12 percent of South Vietnam’s people, they had outsize influence in Hue. The city was the family seat of President Diem, an ardent Catholic who, in his youth, had studied to be a priest. In 1961, the Vatican appointed Diem’s older brother, Ngo Dinh Thuc, as Hue’s archbishop. Strong-willed and self-righteous, Thuc moved forcefully to raise Catholicism’s profile in the city, constructing a large church and renovating the Hue cathedral. Even Can, the Ngo clan’s least devout member, was a weekly churchgoer and lived in Hue’s Catholic quarter, Phu Cam.

Helble watched as the two faiths tried to outdo one another on holy days, ratcheting up the size and splendor of their celebrations. If the Catholics held a big procession to mark one of their sacred days, the Buddhists staged an even grander one when their turn came. Though heavily outnumbered, Catholics consistently put on good shows of strength. When Archbishop Thuc’s new church was dedicated in 1962, for instance, many government officials came up from Saigon for the ceremony.

Indeed, Buddhists complained to Helble that Diem’s regime had for years consistently favored Catholics. Hue University faculty members bent over backward to please Thuc, believing, as Helble put it in a report to the State Department, that the influential prelate “can break the University if he sees fit.” And Helble had seen evidence of direct government assistance to the Catholic community. Shortly after he moved to Hue, construction began on a Catholic seminary near his house. Helble saw five South Vietnamese army trucks bringing fill material to the building site. Two years later, the work was still underway, with the same trucks helping. Local residents told him that army trucks were also used to build the new church.



THE MAY 8 MASSACRE stirred deep anger among Buddhists in Hue. Even some Catholics were upset at the tactics government troops had used against people at the radio station.

Helble had his diplomatic position to consider, and didn’t want to be seen as taking too close an interest in what the Diem government surely regarded as an internal matter. But he did conduct his own circumspect investigation, quietly talking to Buddhist leaders and the few anti-regime dissidents he could find. He gathered official reports on the killings from Vietnamese police and military sources, and spoke with Major Dang Sy, commander of the government troops at Radio Hue. A Catholic, the officer had become the primary villain in what was shaping up as a major scandal.

In a lengthy cable to the State Department, Helble said he tried to verify all of the events preceding the massacre, but conceded that his report might not be completely accurate. The incident began, he wrote, on May 7, when Hue police asked local Buddhists to take down flags hoisted in celebration of Wesak, an annual holy day commemorating the birth, enlightenment, and death of Buddha. The cops, however, met with “considerable popular resistance.”

The next morning, the Buddhists held their traditional Wesak parade and a ceremony at Tu Dam Pagoda. During the ceremony a monk named Tri Quang delivered a fiery speech attacking the Diem government for ordering the removal of Buddhist flags and discriminating against Buddhists. “Now is the time to fight!” he exhorted his listeners.

That evening, a large crowd gathered at Tu Dam for a traditional flower dance. But the performance was canceled and the crowd headed for the radio station by the river. By 8 p.m., as many as four thousand people were outside the building.

At that point, Helble acknowledged, the details of what happened got fuzzy. Tri Quang went to the radio station and demanded either that a tape of his morning speech be broadcast, or that he be allowed to repeat the speech on the air live. But the station manager refused, whether because the speech hadn’t been cleared by government censors or because there was no room in the program lineup, Helble couldn’t say. Tri Quang then addressed the crowd over a loudspeaker, urging them to remain calm even though he’d been denied airtime. The province chief circulated among the people, pleading with them to go home.

But they didn’t and the authorities eventually lost patience. Many police officers appeared, along with two companies of soldiers and militiamen and eight armored scout cars and U.S.-supplied armored personnel carriers. Fire trucks arrived and tried to disperse the crowd by spraying water. The hoses, however, didn’t have enough pressure to push people back and many actually enjoyed the cool streams on a hot night. Eyewitnesses said the protesters engaged in no violence, although two youths scrambled onto the radio station’s roof and planted a Buddhist flag, shouting, “Victory!”

Loudspeaker appeals and tear gas volleys also failed to break up the crowd. At about 10:45 p.m. the security forces all began firing their guns in the air, creating a frightening racket that went on for about one minute. Several earsplitting explosions occurred at about the same time. Armored vehicles rolled forward into the demonstrators, and terrified men, women, and children began running and stumbling. When the bedlam subsided, seven mangled corpses lay outside the radio station. Six of the dead were children or youths. About fifteen other people were taken to local hospitals and dispensaries for treatment.

Two eyewitnesses later said they saw a soldier pitch a concussion grenade onto the radio station’s concrete porch, where several people died. Though the devices weren’t designed to kill, a U.S. Army doctor who viewed the victims told Helble their wounds could have been caused by such grenades going off “in the midst of a closely-packed crowd.” The doctor also believed that two children had been crushed to death beneath armored vehicles.

The government claimed that Viet Cong agents caused the fatalities by hurling plastic explosives into the crowd. But that story, Helble reported to his superiors, was “greeted with incredulity” by the people of Hue. “They were amazed,” he wrote, “that the Government would try to cover up the incident in such a manner when it seemed everyone clearly knew the real truth.”



STREET PROTESTS SWEPT THE city over the next few days. On the morning after the massacre, about eight hundred people, many of them young and chanting, “Kill us, kill us!,” marched to the train station, where the province chief stood on a sound truck with the monk Tri Quang by his side. The province chief told the crowd that the soldiers and militiamen took the actions they did in order to suppress Viet Cong agitators. When an American helicopter appeared overhead, a machine gun protruding from its side door, protesters cried out, “Go ahead, drop the bombs!” But at Tri Quang’s behest, they dispersed peacefully.

That afternoon, the charismatic monk, with his shaved head and large, intense eyes, addressed several thousand people again gathered at the radio station. He said he’d call a mass meeting soon, but that if they didn’t go home immediately, he’d “fast unto death.” The crowd broke up without incident.

Helble had gone to one of the demonstrations in an effort to gauge the level of popular support for the Buddhists and get more details of their grievances. But he figured he was under surveillance and didn’t want Can’s men to see him on the streets too much. He found out that several Americans from other U.S. government agencies in Hue were going to protests as well. All of them were tall white men who stood out very visibly among the Vietnamese.

For instance, Jerry Greiner, the CIA officer, was a six-foot-three former college football linebacker and heavyweight boxer. Someone showed Helble a laugh-out-loud photo of Greiner trying, with no success, to conceal his bulk behind a streetlight pole. Helble instructed Greiner and the others to stay away from the demonstrations and gave one of the consulate’s Vietnamese employees a crash course in how to use a Rolleiflex camera. That way, Helble could keep a low profile and still find out the size of the crowds and what their banners said.

The Buddhists called another mass meeting at Tu Dam on May 10. Police and troops lined the roads leading to the pagoda. Thousands of protesters began arriving, many waving Buddhist flags in open defiance of a regime ban on them. Others carried signs and banners that read “Long live the Buddhist religion,” “Ready to sacrifice blood,” and “The international Buddhist flag will never go down.” Tri Quang took the stage and told his listeners they could fly their flags and he’d bear the consequences. He urged them to remain peaceful, carry no weapons, and be vigilant against Viet Cong attempts to infiltrate their ranks. When he asked the people whether they’d follow his leadership, they roared their assent.

Tri Quang and other prominent monks then outlined five demands to the Diem government that were soon to become highly contentious. They wanted Diem to lift restrictions on the Buddhist flag and repeal a French-era law they said made it difficult to acquire property for Buddhist schools, temples, and other facilities. They demanded that the government stop “arresting and terrorizing” Buddhists, and that monks be guaranteed the freedom to preach. Lastly, Tri Quang and the other leaders demanded punishment for those responsible for the massacre and compensation for victims’ families.

Two days later, what Helble described as a “goon squad” of about ten men struck back, beating up several people in various places around the city. The victims seemed to have been picked at random, although most were young. Two of them were assaulted in a coffee shop in Hue’s central market as nearby police did nothing. The only plausible explanation Helble heard was that Can was trying to reestablish some semblance of control by intimidating the population.

Tensions nonetheless eased in Hue as the days passed. Authorities ended a nighttime curfew and Buddhist leaders toned down their rhetoric. A mass meeting of eight thousand people at Tu Dam on May 21 was completely peaceful, with speakers avoiding attacks on the government and no inflammatory banners or signs appearing in the crowd.

But something had changed, and the people sensed it. The cloak of invincibility that had covered Can, and by extension Diem, was badly torn, if not completely shredded. Buddhists had long been submissive to the powers that be, focused as they were on attaining nirvana rather than concessions from the regime. Over the course of a few spring days, however, they’d learned to their surprise that they could parade through the streets, defy government rules, make anti-government speeches, and not face brutal repression. The authorities certainly had lashed out with deadly force at the radio station, but later seemed to back off as more demonstrations unfolded.

In contrast to the rigidly hierarchical Catholic Church, Buddhism in South Vietnam was known for its loose organization and the broad autonomy it granted to individual pagodas. But the protests had galvanized Buddhists with a new sense of unity and pride. The scale of the demonstrations, along with participants’ willingness to risk being arrested or even shot, showed the urgency and popularity of the Buddhist cause. A profound psychological liberation was taking place in Hue. There were still thugs on the streets ready to attack people if they got out of line, but there were many more Buddhists, and they weren’t backing down. The old mindset that the people had to remain meek and voiceless was disintegrating.

The May marches and rallies also marked the emergence of a formidable new Buddhist leader: Tri Quang. In the past, monks were visible mostly during their ethereal street processions, in flowing black or gray robes, to and from their pagodas. Tri Quang cut sharply against that passive, disengaged image. A powerful orator and shrewd strategist, he seemed to have a mesmeric grip on the crowds he addressed. When he told people to quiet down, they immediately went silent. When he told them to raise their banners and placards, they instantly did so. When he told them to go home, they obeyed without question.

Almost overnight, the little-known monk had become a sort of Buddhist Spartacus. He’d astutely guided the Hue protests since the beginning, using them to publicize his claims that the Diem regime persecuted Buddhists while helping Catholics. Tri Quang threatened that if the government didn’t satisfy the five Buddhist demands, he and other monks would launch a hunger strike. Buddhists had reached the point of no return with the regime, and “more martyrs would be created,” if necessary, to achieve their goals. Not only were ordinary Buddhists behind him, he declared, but also many military and government officers.

Helble sent a long, insightful cable to his superiors summarizing the memorable month of May. He’d never seen such a compelling “rice-roots” movement since arriving in Vietnam, he wrote; the people of Hue seemed stunned by their newfound strength. The Diem regime’s insistence that the Viet Cong caused the massacre had cost it all credibility in Hue. No one believed that story, and few now trusted the government to tell the truth about anything.

The killings and their aftermath also had implications for the United States, Helble wrote. The Buddhist leaders and other dissidents he’d talked with didn’t blame the Americans for what had happened. On the contrary, many in Hue believed that Americans sympathized with their cause. But the United States could lose its good reputation if it didn’t modify its blanket support of the regime, Helble predicted. If Diem took more bloody action against the Buddhists, the U.S. government might wind up branded as an accessory, in light of all the advisers, equipment, and other aid it was providing his security forces.

Diem, meanwhile, acceded to only one of the Buddhists’ demands—he compensated the victims’ families ten thousand piastres, or about $142, apiece—while sloughing off the others. Helble’s report warned: “Should the Buddhists persist, as it appears they will from this vantage point, and the [government] continues to resist any real compromise, as their past performances would indicate they may, the pressure could mount to serious proportions.”

His words were as prophetic as they were understated.





CHAPTER 2 STRANGER IN A STRANGE LAND

WHILE HELBLE KEPT an eye on Buddhist restiveness in Hue, his boss, U.S. Ambassador Frederick Nolting, was preparing for a vacation cruise on the Aegean Sea with his family.

Nolting was eager for the break after serving for two strenuous years as President John F. Kennedy’s envoy to South Vietnam. The ambassador, his wife, and their two youngest daughters were to first fly from Saigon to New Delhi, where they’d visit the Taj Mahal. The next stop was Cairo and a two-day voyage up the Nile. From there they’d go on to Athens to meet their two oldest daughters, both students at Wellesley College. The whole clan then would board a rented Greek fishing boat and spend ten days exploring the island-strewn, azure waters that once nourished the city-states of ancient Greece.

A tall Virginian with a country-doctor manner and a PhD in philosophy, Nolting had taken charge of the U.S. embassy in Saigon in May 1961. He was under instructions from Kennedy to establish a relationship of mutual trust and cooperation with Diem, South Vietnam’s headstrong, fiercely nationalistic president. Nolting soon found himself overseeing the massive Kennedy administration effort, launched at the end of that year, to provide South Vietnam with enough military and economic assistance to prevail over the Viet Cong.

Signs of the expanding U.S. presence were hard to miss in Saigon. American cargo ships unloaded arms and heavy equipment at docks on the Saigon River. U.S. military personnel stepped off air-conditioned Boeing 707 jets into the furnace-like heat at Tan Son Nhut airport. Air Force transport planes discharged tons of radar equipment, electric generators, trucks, Quonset huts, and other materials. Crew-cut American pilots, rural-development specialists, police trainers, and intelligence operatives thronged the humid tropical streets.

Within a few months, the American program—dubbed Operation Beef-Up—began to show results. In rice paddies, tangled jungles, and rugged mountains, U.S. Army advisers accompanied South Vietnamese troops into battle, recommending the best tactics to pursue and kill Viet Cong fighters. American helicopters gave government soldiers extraordinary mobility, depositing them practically on top of startled enemy units. Fast-moving, U.S.-made M113 armored personnel carriers chased guerrillas across the countryside like jackrabbits. Bearing nineteen troops, the ten-ton amphibious vehicles galloped over dry terrain at forty miles per hour and churned across canals and flooded rice fields at up to twenty miles per hour. Any VC caught in the open were mowed down by the vehicles’ .50-caliber machine guns.

Meanwhile, American planes blasted guerrillas with rockets, bombs, and cannons. They dropped canisters of napalm, a nightmarish weapon made of jellied gasoline that enveloped its victims in flames and sucked the oxygen out of the air around them; those who weren’t burned to death died of suffocation.

By early 1963, the number of U.S. military personnel in South Vietnam had jumped to more than 11,300, including 3,000 combat advisers, from 875 at the start of JFK’s presidency.

Yet the tough, resilient Viet Cong adapted to helicopters and armored personnel carriers, developing new tactics to cope with both. To the bafflement of the Americans, VC combat groups, while suffering severe casualties, somehow grew bigger, from company to battalion size. The guerrillas gradually replaced their homemade shotguns and old French bolt-action rifles with modern semiautomatic rifles, machine guns, and mortars. Many of the new weapons were American, captured from South Vietnamese forces, while others were Chinese- and Soviet-made, smuggled over jungle trails from Laos and Cambodia, or landed from boats in one of the innumerable small bays, lagoons, and river mouths along South Vietnam’s serpentine, 1,500-mile coast.

The U.S. advisory program, too, had its limitations. Many of the Americans living with and advising South Vietnamese combat units were top-notch, gung ho officers who got along well with their counterparts and believed they were helping to improve their fighting capabilities.

Others felt they were doing little good. The tonal Vietnamese language was difficult to learn and few advisers ever mastered it. Miffed that foreigners thought they didn’t know how to fight on their own soil, South Vietnamese commanders often ignored the Americans’ advice; some stopped communicating altogether. “We were often hopelessly baffled and frequently misunderstood,” remembered Martin Dockery, who as a twenty-three-year-old Army lieutenant worked with a South Vietnamese battalion and wrote a book about his experiences, pointedly titled Lost in Translation. “Not a day went by that I did not find certain situations confusing. I was never entirely certain of what I was being told or what was happening.”

One top South Vietnamese general judged the advisers’ overall impact as “marginal at best.”

Nolting nonetheless believed that slow but steady progress was being made in the war as Washington combined its military help with a wide variety of civilian assistance programs. In rural provinces, where small boys rode water buffalo in the rice paddies and impoverished villages broiled in the sun, American aid workers were helping to build schools, roads, medical clinics, bridges, water wells, and airstrips. The idea was to win the peasants’ “hearts and minds” by demonstrating the many benefits that would flow if they sided with the government against the Viet Cong.

The centerpiece of the military-civilian effort in the countryside was the “strategic hamlet” program, led by another of Diem’s brothers, the Machiavellian intellectual Ngo Dinh Nhu. Strategic hamlets were clusters of houses enclosed by barbed-wire fences, moats, and rows of sharpened stakes, and protected by local militiamen. Nhu hoped to quickly prod most of the rural population into the fortified communities, cutting the VC off from their main sources of food, recruits, intelligence, and “tax” revenues. By mid-1963, some seven thousand strategic hamlets had been built, with more than 8 million of South Vietnam’s 14 million people living in them, or so the government claimed. Nolting felt the mushrooming numbers indicated that the Diem regime was gaining control of the disputed countryside.

General Paul Harkins, the relentlessly optimistic, West Point–educated commander of U.S. military operations in South Vietnam, was fond of saying that the war might be over by the end of that year. Such glib pronouncements made Nolting cringe, but he, too, believed that the tide had turned against the communists. On a wall inside the U.S. embassy was a Peanuts cartoon that summed up the prevailing official outlook. The caption read: “How can we lose when we’re so sincere?”

The war was never far from Saigon in the spring of 1963. Fighter-bombers and helicopters bristling with rockets and machine guns crisscrossed the skies above the steamy metropolis of 2 million people. Outgoing mortar fire could be heard on the city’s outskirts; at night, brilliant white flares and artillery flashes pierced the deep blackness on the far side of the Saigon River. Viet Cong terrorists tossed bombs into crowded restaurants and bars, leaving blown-out walls and awful carnage among GIs and Vietnamese civilians alike.

Nolting had seen the results of VC viciousness in the countryside as well. In one village he visited, the communists had murdered some peasants and hung them “like scarecrows” as a warning to others. In September 1961, he traveled to a rural province and met the vigorous young man who was the top government official there. The following week, the Viet Cong beheaded the province chief in front of his wife and children. Nolting wondered if his visit had somehow triggered the cruel execution.



AT FIFTY-ONE, “FRITZ” NOLTING was a veteran diplomat with a soft voice, a gentle sense of humor, and seemingly limitless energy.

Within a few months of arriving, he’d visited much of South Vietnam, tramping through dusty villages and muddy rice paddies, often alongside the stout, much shorter Diem. He was well-liked by subordinates, who described him as thoughtful, kind, and dedicated. “There was,” noted a younger colleague, “an appealing, elemental decency and openness about the man.” Nolting spent long hours at the embassy, tucked into a shabby former bank building near the Saigon River, chain-smoking in his office as he wrestled with a host of issues and problems.

At his ambassadorial residence, with its graceful porte cochere and high walls topped with broken glass, Nolting liked to play the piano and sing hymns and spirituals, although he’d sometimes pound out an exuberant rendition of “Camptown Races.” He and his family played tennis and swam in the pool at the elegant Cercle Sportif Saigonnais country club. A devout Episcopalian, Nolting attended services every Sunday. His youngest daughter, Jane, remembered him as someone who always tried to bring cheer into others’ lives, although his own seemed touched with melancholy. “He had a little bit of a gloomy side to him,” she said. “He was very emotional and he would cry sometimes at unexpected moments.”

After only two months in Saigon, Nolting was the target of a VC assassination attempt as he was chauffeured back to the embassy after lunch at home. Two youths on a motorbike pulled alongside his Mercury sedan at a busy intersection and tossed a homemade bomb into the back seat. “I threw it out while it was still sputtering,” Nolting recalled. He jumped out of the car, yelling at nearby schoolchildren to run, while his “damn-fool bodyguard” fired his gun at the fleeing terrorists in a crowded area. Nolting then picked up the explosive device and heaved it farther away; it failed to detonate. He ordered his guard to stop shooting and realized he was “shaking like a leaf.”

The ambassador reported the incident to the State Department, asking that no fuss be made and saying of himself and his Saigon colleagues: “We here are unanimous on the proposition that we will not be bluffed, or terrorized, out of the necessary work to be done here.” Nolting and Harkins both received so many death threats that they turned them into a black-humor game, keeping weekly scorecards.



THE SCION OF AN old-line Virginia family that lost much of its wealth in the Depression, Nolting obtained a bachelor’s degree in history from the University of Virginia in 1933. For the next five years he worked at his father’s investment firm, selling municipal bonds and trying to help some of his dad’s clients who lost money in the 1929 crash. He then returned to UVA, earning a master’s degree in philosophy in 1940. The following year he was awarded a second master’s in the same subject at Harvard, where he took classes from the famed British philosopher and social critic Bertrand Russell.

After the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Nolting entered the Navy as a lieutenant junior grade and trained as a gunnery officer. He subsequently commanded an antiaircraft gun crew aboard a Liberty ship, the SS Roger Williams, which participated in Operation Dragoon, the allied invasion of southern France in August 1944. During an hour-long air attack off Algiers, Nolting’s twenty-six-man crew shot down an enemy plane. “Lt. Nolting is cool under fire, efficient, and conscientious,” the ship’s master wrote. “As the only Naval officer aboard, Lt. Nolting is a real credit to the Navy.” Nolting left the Navy in 1946 with two Bronze Stars and the rank of lieutenant commander.

He joined the State Department that same year and worked as a special assistant to two formidable secretaries of state, Dean Acheson and John Foster Dulles, acquiring a reputation as a comer. Nolting and his wife also bought Sully, a sixty-five-acre former plantation and manor house in Chantilly, Virginia, where he reveled in tending his hayfields and a small cattle herd in his off-hours. In 1955, he was posted to Paris as a member of the U.S. Mission to NATO, eventually rising to deputy chief.

Nolting moved past many of his contemporaries on the career ladder and, in 1961, Kennedy’s secretary of state, Dean Rusk, selected him for the South Vietnam ambassadorship. His predecessor in Saigon, the dyspeptic Elbridge Durbrow, had played bad cop with Diem, making so many hard-nosed demands for reform of South Vietnam’s increasingly unpopular government that Diem came close to banning him from Independence Palace. Kennedy told Nolting to take the opposite tack, offering friendly counsel and easing the tensions stirred by Durbrow’s table pounding.

Not long after Nolting took over in Saigon, Diem requested American help against the VC, who were killing government officials by the hundreds in the countryside. Nolting accepted the Saigon job on condition that he be brought home after two years, so his younger girls could live stateside again. Rusk agreed, observing that South Vietnam was so close to collapse that Nolting would probably find himself back home in six months.

Nolting had no special qualifications for the Saigon assignment. He didn’t speak Vietnamese and had never been to the country. Other than briefings in Washington and some hasty reading, he knew little about Vietnam’s politics, culture, and history, much less about communist revolutionary warfare and how to counteract it.

To help him in Saigon he brought along a State Department colleague, William Trueheart, as his chief deputy. The two men had known each other for most of their lives and attended the University of Virginia together. (Trueheart, too, studied philosophy.) Trueheart had been in Nolting’s wedding party, and the ambassador was the godfather to Trueheart’s two young sons. But what Trueheart called “this beautiful friendship” would be ruined in the coming months as the Kennedy administration abruptly turned against Diem, putting the two old friends at bitter odds.

Nolting loved being Kennedy’s emissary in Saigon—he called it the most exciting and gratifying job he ever had. He was “100 percent in favor” of American intervention in South Vietnam. He didn’t think the struggle with the Viet Cong could be won by purely military means; instead, Washington and Saigon would have to employ a range of military, political, economic, social, “and above all, moral” tactics to win.

While Washington had been pressuring Diem for years to democratize and decentralize his government, Nolting believed any progress South Vietnam made would come slowly. The country had never had a democratic form of government and to expect one to develop in a short period, he believed, was unrealistic. Nolting thought Diem wanted to foster democracy in the long run, and had taken some steps in that direction, but the United States shouldn’t expect much more from an underdeveloped nation embroiled in an existential war. Building South Vietnam into a strong, independent state would take years, perhaps decades, and Nolting wondered if Congress, the press, and the American people had that much patience and perseverance.



NOLTING RAN INTO HIS first bureaucratic crisis in Saigon toward the end of 1961. The Pentagon was creating a new organization—Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, or MACV—to oversee the rapid influx of U.S. military men and matériel. General Harkins was put in charge. He was awarded a fourth star, giving him essentially the same rank in the military as Nolting held in the State Department.

Nolting and Trueheart worried that the advent of MACV meant that military aspects of the war would be emphasized at the expense of political and economic aspects, a concern that proved to be well-founded. Nolting was so upset about the formation of MACV that Trueheart thought he’d resign. But it turned out that the ambassador and Harkins got along splendidly, having few disagreements, and Nolting put his qualms aside.

Through MACV the Kennedy administration sharply ramped up its support for Diem in spite of his poor reputation among many U.S. diplomats and military officials who’d dealt with him in the past.

Since Diem became prime minister in 1954, he’d been the target of complaints that he was a dictator who used police-state methods to control his people; routinely ignored U.S. advice intended to make his government more effective; meddled in his army’s operations for political reasons; and was congenitally unable to delegate authority (to the point that he personally reviewed passport applications). Critics viewed him as almost irrationally suspicious, ever more remote from his people, and increasingly dependent for political guidance on his family, especially his widely disliked brother Nhu and his adder-tongued wife, Madame Nhu.

Two weeks into his tenure, Nolting got an opportunity to size up Diem for himself. The ambassador and his family were invited to join the president at his villa in Dalat, a tranquil resort town set amid cool, fragrant pine forests in the Central Highlands that attracted those seeking to escape Saigon’s brutal heat and humidity. Diem was there along with Madame Nhu and her four children. (Nhu was off on a hunting trip.)

One of Diem’s quirks was his staggering verbosity. He was infamous among foreign diplomats and journalists for talking for hours on end, leaving his listeners, barely able to get a word in, on the verge of unconsciousness in the stuffy warmth of Independence Palace. Some Americans speculated that these verbal marathons were Diem’s way of holding off uncomfortable questions from visitors. But one U.S. official who knew him well believed Diem was trying to educate Americans, whom he felt knew far too little about his country. Diem’s first session with Nolting was no exception, as he launched into a monologue that lasted six hours.

Nolting found Diem’s words fascinating. The South Vietnamese leader walked the U.S. ambassador through his country’s long history, starting with ancient times and the turbulent one thousand years of Chinese rule. He talked of the French colonial era, lasting nearly a century, and the savage eight-year war between France and the communist-led Viet Minh, forerunners of the Viet Cong, who finally defeated French troops at Dien Bien Phu.

Diem also explained South Vietnam’s different ethnic groups and their problems, and how North Vietnam, under the communist leader Ho Chi Minh, had covertly boosted its military aid to the VC, infiltrating weapons, supplies, and trained men into the south. Diem and Nolting conversed in French, chain-smoking and drinking endless cups of tepid tea. Despite his reputation for ceaseless verbiage, Diem stopped often to answer the ambassador’s questions and occasionally laughed at himself.

Nolting began to form an impression of the talkative president as an extraordinary person, courageous and utterly dedicated to preserving and strengthening his tormented land. When the men finally finished, Madame Nhu’s nine-year-old son entertained Nolting and his family by playing Mozart on the piano.

After the Dalat weekend, Nolting began to accompany Diem on his frequent trips to rural areas. They’d board an airplane or helicopter, usually around 5 a.m., and take off for some provincial capital, army post, or obscure village. The destinations were sometimes so remote that the last leg of a trip had to be made on foot or in a small boat.

Diem ran Nolting ragged, making two or three such expeditions each week. They traveled to the VC-infested Camau Peninsula at the country’s southern tip, where most of the charcoal for South Vietnamese cook pots came from; the tense demilitarized zone; and the Central Highlands, where primitive tribesmen known as Montagnards (French for mountaineers) still hunted with bows and arrows.

Diem had served as a province chief in the 1920s and early 1930s, and was intensely interested in rural problems. He enjoyed meeting farmers and villagers and discussing their needs and concerns: land rents, water supplies, availability of seeds and fertilizer, condition of local roads and canals. He was a fountain of ideas for improvement and was especially proud of his government’s agricultural stations, which taught peasants how to raise fruit and nut trees, build fishponds, and grow mushrooms in stacks of rice straw.

Diem didn’t perform well as a speaker before large crowds. But Nolting saw that he was very effective with small groups of peasants, informal and sympathetic, listening to complaints and often settling disputes on the spot. He bowed politely to his constituents, rather than shaking hands or slapping backs as an American politician would, and complained of the elaborate ceremonies and dinners put on for him by fawning local officials.

“There was a real rapport and mutual respect between President Diem and the large majority of the rural people,” Nolting later wrote. “Unfortunately, this was not true of the ‘intellectuals’ of Saigon. Maybe that’s why Diem was always eager to visit the countryside.”



DESPITE THEIR VERY DIFFERENT backgrounds, the genteel Virginian and the loquacious Asian head of state had much in common and got along famously. Both were well educated, devoted to public service, and deeply interested in philosophy, religion, and all things farm-related. Nolting’s daughter Jane described them as “really, really, really soulmates,” adding: “It was a surprise to both of them, I’m sure.”

The ambassador made a point of also getting to know Nhu, who, as Diem’s closest confidant and chief political counselor (underlings addressed him as “Monsieur le Conseiller”), was the second most powerful man in South Vietnam. Nolting and Nhu immersed themselves in lengthy discussions of existentialism and the philosopher Immanuel Kant, and Nhu invited the American on a tiger hunt.

Tigers are nocturnal and hunters typically pursued them at night. Donning a miner’s helmet with a headlamp, Nolting ventured into the mountains with Nhu, an avid hunter and an excellent shot. They walked for hours through the pitch-blackness, identifying different animals by the color their eyes reflected: yellowish for a deer or water buffalo; reddish for a tiger. Together, they bagged a couple of deer, a bobcat, and a “large skunk-like animal,” but no tigers. At the end of the hunt, they stretched out on blankets, and Nhu, almost as garrulous as his older brother, outlined his vision for South Vietnam at length.

Thrilled by the excursion, Nolting told his family all about it. “He came back very excited about going out into the woods at night,” recalled Jane. “He took it like any gentleman would take an exciting adventure.”

In 1962, Nolting’s mother died in a Virginia hospital before he was able to get home to her. Hearing the news, Diem showed up at the ambassador’s residence, alone and wearing a black suit of mourning. Nolting’s wife quietly withdrew as the two men sat in the living room, saying nothing for a long time. Diem looked genuinely grief-stricken, and Nolting was touched by his empathic presence.

By then, Nolting was firmly in Diem’s corner. He liked and admired the determined president, and became Diem’s strongest advocate within the U.S. government. Diem had his flaws, the ambassador knew: He was a proud and overly sensitive man with a messianic belief in his ability to govern his country better than anyone else (a conviction Nolting felt wasn’t entirely unjustified). He was unbelievably long-winded and had no earthly idea of how to deal with American newsmen, resulting in many unflattering news stories. With his unwavering faith in his own talents and innate suspiciousness toward subordinates, Diem refused to hand much authority to others, making his government rigidly centralized and inefficient.

Yet Nolting also viewed Diem as a man of great integrity, passionately devoted to the cause of a free Vietnam. As far as the ambassador could tell, he was the only South Vietnamese political figure capable of winning the war against the VC. If he was an authoritarian, he was a benevolent one who cared deeply about his people’s welfare. He never acted out of cruelty or venality. He agonized over decisions he had to make, always searching for the moral rather than the expedient course, and didn’t even seem to enjoy the exercise of power. He once told Nolting his dream had been to become a Catholic monk; he’d gone into politics only because he believed his country needed him.

Kennedy had asked Nolting to evaluate whether Diem was someone Washington could work with and, in a July 1961 cable, the ambassador returned his verdict: the U.S. government should back the doughty South Vietnamese leader “to the hilt.” Diem and Nhu, in turn, had high regard for the American emissary. As Nhu told a U.S. newsman at a cocktail party: “Your ambassador is the first one who has ever understood us.”

Diem’s gravest problem, as Nolting saw it, was trying to foster democracy in an Asian peasant society with no real experience of representative government. South Vietnam had a constitution, a National Assembly, and a court system, but these institutions had only existed since the mid-1950s and were far from strong or independent enough to support a vigorous democratic process in the Western sense.

In cable after cable, Washington instructed Nolting to prod Diem to broaden his government, to bring in other respected figures who could enhance his standing with his people. But the ambassador discovered that many South Vietnamese who could fill such a role—lawyers, doctors, academics, businessmen—held Diem in contempt. They attacked him in letters to Saigon newspapers and in café conversations with American journalists. To Nolting, they seemed like an unusually cliquish group; many had been trained in Paris and lorded their advanced degrees over those with less education. Nolting felt they should put their talents to use helping their president instead of sniping at him. When Diem asked if he knew anyone who’d be a good addition to his government, the American produced a list of names. Diem read it and said, “If you can persuade any of these people to serve, I would be delighted to have them in my government.”

The ambassador approached every person on his list, but all of them turned him down. Several said they wouldn’t work under Diem, since he wasn’t as well educated as them or had ranked lower in school. One man said he’d serve only if he were appointed minister of the interior, with complete control of the police and no interference from Diem. After Nolting reported the results of his survey to Diem, the president said, “You see, that is my problem.”

The ambassador told friends that when he pestered Diem to make all the changes that Washington constantly demanded, amid a dangerous war, he felt like a surgeon trying to perform an appendectomy on a man carrying a heavy trunk up a staircase.



NOLTING KEPT TRYING NEVERTHELESS. Day after day, month after month, he met with Diem or members of his government, pressing for improvements that Washington wanted in exchange for its military and economic aid. Nolting was soft spoken, but made his points forcefully when necessary. And he scored some victories. For instance, after many delays, the Saigon government in April 1963 launched a U.S.-recommended amnesty program for VC fighters, calling it Chieu Hoi, or “Open Arms.” The number of VC defections rose, and some high-ranking guerrilla officers crossed over to the government side.

But Diem had his own ideas about how much influence Washington should have in his country, and he was mulishly resistant to many American wishes.

His compulsion to keep the United States at arm’s length was rooted in his personal history. Much of his adult life had been devoted to getting the French out of Vietnam and guiding his country to independence. The last remnants of the French Expeditionary Corps had hauled down the Tricolor and departed in 1956, but Diem remained highly sensitive to even the appearance of foreign domination.

The main VC propaganda line against him, in fact, was that the French colonialists had simply been replaced by American neocolonialists, and that Diem was America’s puppet. In order to deflect such broadsides, Diem often rejected Washington’s demands for reforms even as he accepted more U.S. advisers and aid dollars. (One astute observer described him as a puppet who pulled his own strings.) But the more American aid Diem took, the more the VC attacked him as Washington’s lackey, labeling him My-Diem, meaning “American Diem.”

The touchy issue of South Vietnamese sovereignty erupted into the open in May 1963, when The Washington Post ran a front-page interview with Nhu in which the political counselor made the startling statement that American personnel in South Vietnam should be cut by 50 percent. Diem and Nhu had been desperate for U.S. help in 1961, when the Viet Cong were threatening to overwhelm them. But they grew steadily less happy as more Americans streamed in. “If you bring in the American dog,” Diem groused to a journalist, “you must accept American fleas.” Now, nearly two years after their SOS, the brothers believed they were winning the war and the Americans had become a serious political irritant.

Indeed, U.S. advisers had injected themselves into all manner of South Vietnamese public and private activities, including radio broadcasting, harbor management, air traffic control, taxation, highway construction, and industrial development. On top of that, American military advisers were sprinkled throughout the South Vietnamese army, from corps level down to company level. U.S. advisers also worked with each of the country’s forty-one province chiefs, helping them deploy Civil Guard and village militia units, which were suffering the heaviest casualties against the VC. Both the State Department and the CIA had Vietnamese-speaking agents circulating about the country, picking up political and economic intelligence.

Yet another group of Americans was assisting the strategic hamlet program.

Most of them were young men handling an array of tasks with imagination and verve for the U.S. Operations Mission, the embassy’s economic aid arm. Under the hard-driving, idealistic leadership of Rufus Phillips, a former Yale football player and ex–CIA agent, the USOM men helped rural people build schools, roads, bridges, pigpens, fishponds, and other facilities. They gave farmers faster-growing varieties of rice along with seed and fertilizers for fruit and vegetable crops.

Their main job was to check on the progress of strategic hamlet construction. Since some provinces had hundreds of hamlets, the USOM agents were frequently on the road, often traveling through VC-dominated areas. They were shot at and had narrow escapes as mines blew up vehicles in government convoys.

Diem and Nhu had long been suspicious of American intentions, and the rising numbers of U.S. military advisers, civilian technicians, and rural aid workers did nothing to allay their misgivings. They worried that the ever-expanding network of Americans throughout their government and military could one day be used to unseat them.

The South Vietnamese president complained to Nolting that Washington was trying to take over his government and turn the country into a “protectorate,” just as the French had. In some provinces, the peasants thought the energetic Americans actually were the government. Since Americans usually controlled the money, materials, and equipment for backcountry improvement projects, Diem said, his officials felt as inferior as they had under the French, who rarely allowed the Vietnamese to rise much beyond low-level fonctionnaire positions in the colonial civil service.



WHAT GAVE DIEM AND Nhu the most pause was the U.S. Special Forces teams training and arming Montagnards in remote parts of the Central Highlands.

The nomadic tribes were descendants of some of the earliest peoples to occupy the region that later became Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Primitive and superstitious, they’d wandered their homelands in the mountains and high plateaus for centuries, slashing and burning patches of forest or jungle to plant their rice, and moving on when the soil wore out. About 700,000 Montagnards in South Vietnam were divided into numerous tribes. Although they constituted only 5 percent of the country’s population, their traditional lands covered 60 percent of its territory.

The tribal people staged thundering elephant races and loved to drink a potent, sour-tasting wine made from rice. Visitors to their villages were met with great hospitality and handed bamboo straws through which to drink the wine from large earthen jugs. Besides farming, tribal people hunted game with crossbows and blowguns.

Ethnic Vietnamese, living mostly in lowlands along the central coast or in the Mekong Delta, feared the highland regions, associating them with disease, wild animals, and evil spirits. The Vietnamese had nothing in common with the darker-skinned highland nomads and referred to them as moi, or savages. The mountain people reciprocated the disdain in full.

As exploitative as they were of the Vietnamese, the French had treated the Montagnards with paternalism and protectiveness. They designated tribal areas as autonomous regions, relatively free of central government control. When Diem took over, he tried to reach out to the tribes, a potential strategic asset in the war against the VC. The mountaineers were tough, wily fighters completely at ease in their rugged territories, some of which straddled communist infiltration routes. Diem granted tribal people South Vietnamese citizenship and eliminated the word moi from official documents, replacing it with compatriotes montagnards (“mountain compatriots”). But his government also made some serious missteps with them, such as banning their traditional crossbows.

The mountain dwellers didn’t like the Viet Cong any more than they did the South Vietnamese; both groups were, after all, Vietnamese. But with VC
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