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Foreword

Senator John McCain

At the time of the Tet offensive, the propaganda machine of the North
Vietnamese government obstructed my access to the reporting of a free
press. I did not learn of Tet from Walter Cronkite or the New York Times.
Hanoi Hannah brought me the news, as she always did, sandwiching it
between atonal patriotic hymns intended to crush our resolve—rousing
renditions of “Springtime in the Liberated Zone” and “I Asked My Mother
How Many Air Pirates She Shot Down Today.”

Of course, the Vietnamese hyped the story to a fare-thee-well, using all
the usual hyperbole that makes propaganda so colorful. For many days,
American prisoners of war were informed that Khe San was within
moments of falling, and then, suddenly, Hannah ceased updating us on the
people’s heroic success. The Vietnamese never informed us that the
Marines defending Khe San proved more heroic than the people’s liberation
forces. That we learned, to our great relief, from POWSs captured after Tet.

Any accurate information about the war was brought to us by newly
arrived POWSs. Whatever else you might think of them, North Vietnamese
leaders certainly lacked an idealistic regard for the truth. Anything that did
not directly benefit their war effort was dispensable—including truth and
justice. They kept us well informed on the growing antiwar movement back
home, regularly broadcasting news about peace marches and statements
made by notable opponents to the war. News about their military setbacks
or the means Hanoi employed in prosecuting the war was rather harder to
come by.



Of all the privations and injustices suffered in undemocratic nations, lack
of a free press is among the worst. In prison, I missed all the staples of my
comfortable life in the States. But I missed most the free, uncensored,
abundant flow of information. Arriving at Clark Air Force Base on the day
we were released from prison, I was as hungry for information as I was for
food. As I sat down to enjoy my first decent meal in a long while, I asked a
steward if he would also provide me with any newspapers and magazines
he could find. I was desperate to fill in the blanks about what I knew was
going on in the world, and I trusted Western journalists, particularly
American journalists, to enlighten me.

Soon after I came home, the Navy allowed me to attend the National War
College for a year. There I arranged sort of a private tutorial on the war,
choosing all the texts myself, in the hope that I might better understand how
we came to be involved in the war and why, after paying such a terrible
cost, we lost. The most enlightening of all those texts, and the book that
reaffirmed my high regard for American journalism and, relatedly, my faith
in freedom, was David Halberstam’s landmark study of the men who sent
us to war, The Best and the Brightest.

No one who goes to war believes once he is there that it is worth the cost
to fight it by half measures. War is far too horrible a thing to drag out
unnecessarily. It was a shameful thing to ask men to suffer and die, to
persevere through god-awful afflictions and heartache, to endure the
dehumanizing experiences that are unavoidable in combat, for a cause that
the country wouldn’t support over time and that our leaders so wrongly
believed could be achieved at a smaller cost than our enemy was prepared
to make us pay.

No other national endeavor requires as much unshakable resolve as war.
If the nation and the government lack that resolve, it is criminal to expect
men in the field to carry it alone. In the end, the men whose characters,
motivation, and reasoning Halberstam reveals so convincingly lacked the
necessary resolve to succeed because they misjudged the enemy’s resolve.
They misjudged American power. They misjudged our South Vietnamese
allies. They misjudged the Soviets and the Chinese. They misjudged the



world. And, most of all, they misjudged themselves. Or so it seems to many
who lost good years or their health or happiness as a consequence of their
monumental misjudgments, to say nothing of those who lost their lives.

I have often seen this book’s title described as ironic. I don’t think it is.
The men who sent Americans to war in Vietnam were, by many standards,
the best and the brightest. They were extraordinarily intelligent, well-
educated, informed, experienced, patriotic, and capable leaders. They were
elegant and persuasive. They seemed born to govern, and America once had
as much confidence in them as they so abundantly had in themselves. But,
in the end, they had more confidence than vision, and that failing bred in
them a fateful hubris. No irony here, but a classic tragedy.

I very much doubt that Americans will ever again believe that our
country has a native governing class. That’s one of the lessons of our war in
Vietnam, and of the book that best explains how we got there. That’s not a
bad thing. I believe Americans still love their country, believe in its ideals,
but wisely prefer to judge the merits of their government on its policies.
That’s a fair standard and better for the health of a democracy than romantic
notions about the superiority of a natural elite.

For anyone who aspires to a position of national leadership, no matter the
circumstances of his or her birth, this book should be mandatory reading.
And anyone who feels a need, as a confused former prisoner of war once
felt the need, for insights into how a great and good nation can lose a war
and see its worthy purposes and principles destroyed by self-delusion can
do no better than to read and reread David Halberstam’s The Best and the
Brightest.



Introduction

I remember the moment when I first began to understand why I felt so
driven on this particular book. I was one year into the legwork and had gone
to a party for a friend's book. Teddy White, who had been an important role
model for me—his Fire in the Ashes had come out when I was a sophomore
in college—was off in a corner, I had joined him, and we were talking about
American politics. Suddenly another colleague wandered over, turned to
Teddy, and asked—I was stunned by the bluntness of the question, it was
the kind of thing you might think but did not dare ask—“What is it that
makes a bestseller, anyway?”

Teddy, whose first book about the collapse of China (Thunder Out of
China) had reflected much of his pessimism about Chiang’s forces which
had been suppressed by his employer, Harry Luce, had surprised us both
with his answer: “A book that burns in your belly—something that has to be
written before you can go on to anything else.” He had, I realized in the
weeks and months to come, defined not just one of his earlier books, but the
one I was working on as well, an account of the origins of the war in
Vietnam.

That book had its roots in a trip I made to Vietnam for Harper’s
Magazine in the fall of 1967. I had been appalled and disillusioned by what
I found in my three months there. The war, despite the optimism of the
Saigon command, was a stalemate: our total military superiority checked by
their total political superiority. In effect this meant we could win any set-
piece battle we wanted, but the other side could easily replenish their
battlefield losses whenever they wanted. What was even more depressing
was the optimism I found among the top Americans in Saigon, which struck



me as essentially self-deception. There was much heady talk implying that
we were on the very edge of a final victory and that the other side was
ready to crack. Invitations were even sent out that December by some high-
ranking diplomats asking friends to come to the light-at-the-end-of-the-
tunnel Christmas party.

It was the same old false optimism I had first witnessed there five years
earlier as a young reporter for the Times, when the stakes were so much
smaller. It reflected once again the immense difference between what
people in the field thought was happening and what people in the Saigon
command, responding to intense political pressure from Washington,
wanted to think was happening. One night near the end of my tour in 1967 1
was invited to Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker’s house for dinner. At the end
of the dinner, Barry Zorthian, then the chief public affairs officer, who was
himself in the process of turning from hawk to dove and who was trying to
dampen Bunker’s seemingly unshakable optimism about the progress of
events, had set me up with a planted question.

“Mister Ambassador,” he had said near the end of the evening, “David
Halberstam has been away from Vietnam for four years, and he’s been back
traveling around the countryside for the last three months. Perhaps he
would share some of his impressions with us.”

Thus cued, I suggested that we were fighting the birthrate of the nation,
that the war was essentially a stalemate—but a stalemate which favored the
other side, since eventually we would have to go home. What our military
did not understand, I added, was that Hanoi controlled the pace of the war,
and it could either initiate contact and raise the level of violence or hold
back, lick its wounds, and lower it, depending on its needs at a given
moment.

Bunker was considered one of the ablest and least conventional men in
the foreign service at that moment, although his years in Vietnam did not
add luster to his reputation. His was a graceful and courteous presence, and
I think this last assignment, with the steadily mounting bitterness which it
provoked, must have been one of diminishing pleasure for him. He listened



politely to what I said (which was more than one of his predecessors had
done—four years earlier an American ambassador had literally thrown me
out of his office when I had expressed reservations about an extremely
dubious ARVN success). He had, Bunker said, spoken with his generals—
he named several of them—all fine men, and they had assured him that,
contrary to what I said, everything was on schedule and that there was an
inevitability to the victory we sought, given the awesome force we had
mounted against the North Viethnamese army and the Vietcong.

That evening was not the place for a confrontation, and Ellsworth
Bunker, with his old-fashioned, almost courtly New England manner, was
certainly not a man anyone wanted to be in a confrontation with. As such,
what followed was rather mild. His generals, I suggested, were like all
Western generals before them, starting with the French: not so much in the
wrong war, but on the wrong planet. Their ability to calibrate this war was
limited, their skills were tied to other wars in other places, and with very
few exceptions they, like the French before them, tended to underestimate
the bravery, strength, resilience, and the political dynamic which fed the
indigenous force they were fighting. In addition, the briefings they received
from subordinates were always tied to career and promotion.

As I spoke I thought of one of my favorite generals, Bob York, a rugged,
craggy-faced ex-boxer whom I had known in my earlier tour and who had
always gotten things right—had gotten them right because when he went
into the countryside he unpinned his stars; with his rough looks he seemed
more like an enlisted man than the West Pointer he was, and people told
him the truth. At the dinner Ambassador Bunker reiterated his confidence,
Zorthian, having hit a wall—and not for the first time, one suspected—
changed the subject and the party soon ended. I left the ambassador’s
residence more depressed than ever; the embassy was isolated, it still did
not understand the roots and therefore the strength of its adversary, it was
once again telling Washington what Washington wanted to hear without
even knowing. A few months later the Tet offensive caught the American
mission, both military and civilian, largely by surprise and undermined the
legitimacy of almost everything it was reporting about Vietnam, most
particularly its relentless military optimism. What the American army at the



highest levels lost in Vietnam, my close friend and colleague Charlie Mohr
told me years later, in the best summation of that time, was its intellectual
integrity.

I returned back from Vietnam to America properly depressed. A war
which was not winnable was going to play itself out, with, I thought,
terrible consequences for both America and Vietnam. I had little time to
ruminate on this, for I spent the coming year covering the growing domestic
turbulence caused by the war. Nineteen sixty-eight was one of those
landmark years in which everything came to a head—or, as in this case,
seemed to come apart, marked as it was by the withdrawal of the sitting
President from the race, by two tragic assassinations, and by a political
process which began in the snows of New Hampshire just as the Tet
offensive took place and ended in violence in the streets of Chicago. That
year I covered many of those events, and in addition I wrote a small book
about Robert Kennedy’s campaign. When the year was over, I felt like
someone who had been living for too long on the edge of events. I was
exhausted, and I had no sense of what I wanted to do next. What about an
article on McGeorge Bundy? suggested our executive editor at Harpers,
Midge Decter (not yet identifiably in her neoconservative incarnation). A
light went on immediately. It was a chance to look at perhaps the most
luminescent of the Kennedy people, all of whom had seemed so dazzling
when they had first taken office, a chance to look at the Kennedy years
themselves from a certain distance, and finally, and perhaps most important,
a chance to look at the decision making on the war itself. Suddenly all my
energies were fused. It was exactly what I wanted to do, and I spent the next
three months working on it. The article, “The Very Expensive Education of
McGeorge Bundy,” ran three times the normal magazine length and caused
something of a storm. The general power of print and of a magazine like
Harper’s was a good deal greater twenty years ago in relationship to
television than it is today, and this was regarded as an important article. It
marked the first time anyone in any major centrist magazine, let alone a
presumably liberal one, had been so critical of a member of the Kennedy
Administration; far more important, it was the first time a writer in the
liberal center had suggested that the Kennedy Administration might be
overrated and that its decision making on Vietnam was significantly flawed.



Up to then there had been something of a gentleman’s agreement among
those who might be called The Good Journalists of Washington that the
Kennedy Administration was one of excellence, that it was for good things
and against bad things, and that when it did lesser things it was only in self-
defense, and in order that it might do other good things. The Kennedy
charm and skill and ability to manipulate events was not inconsiderable. I
had been viewed by some in the inner Kennedy circle as a hostile journalist
because of the pessimistic quality of my early reporting from Saigon, and
had angered some people even more when I had told in an earlier book of
the President’s frustration with me, and his attempts to have the publisher of
the Times transfer me from my Saigon beat.

Now with the publication of the Bundy article the stakes were about to go
up. Bundy was a dual icon. He had been a dean of Harvard at an
unspeakably young age, portrayed constantly in the press as the most
cerebral member of the Kennedy Administration other than the President
himself, and at the same time the leader of the next generation of the
American Establishment. “You have begun,” my friend Tom Wicker, who
still lived in Washington, told me when the article was published, “to take
on most of the icons in a city that does not like to see its icons criticized.”
The outcry upon publication was immediate. My clearest memory of the
many attacks on me, some overt, some covert, is of that by Archibald
MacLeish, the poet and former librarian of Congress, and an absolute
paragon of the Establishment. MacLeish was a man with very close ties to
the Bundy family, and to Dean Acheson, and to the Cowles family, which
by chance then happened to own Harper’s. He wrote a long, very angry
letter (albeit not for publication) taking great umbrage at what I had done,
and wondering how I dared do it. He sent one copy to Cass Canfield, then
the head of Harper Brothers publishing house who wisely simply passed it
on without comment to Willie Morris our editor, and another to John
Cowles, Jr., who was the overall owner of Harper’s Magazine. John
Cowles, not by a long shot as good at this game as Cass Canfield, not only
sent it on to Willie, but unwisely added his own letter, addressed not to me,
but to Willie, and far more sympathetic, it seemed to me and my colleagues,
to Bundy than to me. Cowles seemed to be suggesting that a considerable
injustice had been done. His letter was not without its clubby overtones—he



constantly referred to me as Halberstam and to Bundy as Mac. Those were
edgy times. Cowles and I had a heated exchange of letters in which I
suggested that if he did not like what I wrote, he could call me up, or he
could write me directly.

That article, however, gave me not merely a book idea, but a sense of
purpose. I would do a book about how and why we had gone to war in
Vietnam, and about the men who were the architects of the war. The basic
question behind the book was why men who were said to be the ablest to
serve in government in this century had been the architects of what struck
me as likely to be the worst tragedy since the Civil War. In another time I
might have hesitated before setting out on a task so ambitious. It was a
major jump in terms of what I had attempted in the past—my previous
books were an extension of the daily and monthly journalism I had already
completed, and this was a book more likely to fall into the category of
contemporary history. But from the moment I thought of extending the
magazine article into a book, I had no doubts. Done properly, it would take
four years, and if I gave roughly two and a half years to the legwork and a
year and a half to the writing, I could do it. In fact that proved to be a
surprisingly close approximation of what was required. Looking back, I
think of myself as working on it in a kind of prolonged fever. If there was a
formula to doing the book, I thought, it would be one of input. If I went out
and did two interviews each day, I was sure I would not fail. I did the two a
day with ease. Sometimes I did three. If I found someone who was helpful,
I would see him not once, but two or three or four or five times. There was,
I found, always more to learn.

My years at Harper’s, after I had gone there in 1967 after twelve years of
working for daily newspapers, had been eye-opening: In the past, the
greatest limitations placed on a daily journalist were those of space (the
average story in those days ran about 800 words) and time: a reporter
usually had only one day to work on a story. By contrast, at Harper’s 1 had
some six to eight weeks to do a piece, and virtually as much space as I
wanted. That had been a quantum leap not merely in terms of time and
space, but, more important, in terms of freedom. Now I intended to take
another leap from the Harper’s freedom, and expand it even more, from



eight weeks to 200 weeks, from 10,000 words to as many words as I
needed. The only failings would be my own. So it was that I signed a
contract with Jim Silberman at Random House. If I could stick with my
schedule, I was sure I could come up with a portrait of the time, of the men,
the era, and the process which had led to this war.

I was thirty-five years old when I started; I had left the Times two years
earlier to become a contract writer for Willie Morris at Harper’s and he had
treated me and my colleagues with the greatest of care; now, though I
retained my connection to Harper’s, I cut my base salary, which had been
all of about $20,000, to a much smaller retainer. My financial dilemma was
fairly typical of that of many a young writer trying to branch out from
magazines while doing a major project: how to devote some 80 percent of
my energy to one all-consuming project, while making only about 25 or 30
percent of my income from it. Though I did have the retainer from
Harper’s, in truth for the first time in my life I was effectively self-
employed. The advance from Random House was hardly grand even for
those days of more limited advances, and reflected the somewhat limited
view of the commercial possibilities inherent in my topic. A book on the
origins of the Vietnam War was not considered a hot topic. The total, after
commissions, was $41,000, and it was to cover the four projected years of
work. It was not a bad sum in those pre-inflation days, but if amortized over
four years, it was less than a news clerk at the Times was making. Whatever
else I had in mind when I took on the book, it was not money.

The hardest thing I had to do at the start was to take leave of my byline
for the next four years. Ours is a profession built upon the immediacy of
reward: We graduate from college, and our peers go off to law school and
graduate school and medical school. They have barely started their first-
year classes, and our names are bannered across the front pages of the
nation’s leading newspapers. They get their medical or law degrees, and
start out in their residencies or as the lowest hirelings in a law office, and
we are old-timers, covering the statehouse, or on our way to Washington, by
now, we believe, the possessors of a well-known brand name. The byline is
a replacement for many other things, not the least of them money. If
someone ever does a great psychological profile of journalism as a



profession, what will be apparent will be the need for gratification—if not
instant, then certainly relatively immediate. Reporters take sustenance from
their bylines; they are a reflection of who you are, what you do, and why, to
an uncommon degree, you exist. It was hard enough to give so much of it
up when I went to Harper’s, where I would get only five or six bylines a
year. But to go from the world of easy recognition, from the world of the
Times and Harpers, to a world where I might get only one byline in four
years, was a great risk. A journalist always wonders: If my byline
disappears, have I disappeared as well? My friends, knowing my
compulsions, my innate impatience, wondered if I could do it. Would I be
able to resist assignments and stay with my project? It was, as much to my
surprise as theirs, the easiest thing I had ever done. I had replaced the need
for immediacy with something far more powerful, an obsession. Teddy
White had been absolutely correct about the drive that the right book topic
would create in me. I never regretted the deadlines, never missed the office.
In a way I simply disappeared from journalism. When I was at parties and
people asked what I was doing, I would talk about the book, but it seemed
so vague an idea for most people that I would notice their eyes glaze over.

It was in some ways an opportune time to be doing a book like this. The
failure of a major policy—and Vietnam, no matter what the highest officials
were saying, was a failed policy—is, if nothing else, a marvelous lever with
which to open a debate. At the time I began the book, no larger debate on
the origins of Vietnam was going on in Congress, but in 1969 and 1970 and
1971 how and why it had all happened was very much in the minds of many
of the people who had been a part of it. Therefore I was interviewing people
of all ranks at precisely the same moment many of them were examining
not merely the failure of so tragic a policy, but their own participation in it.
Thus, as I interviewed them, they were able to air their own doubts about
what had happened in a way that often struck me as oddly cathartic.

It was, of course, far more than obsession which carried me—it was a
profound curiosity as well. I had seen the war from the Saigon side but not
from the Washington one; I had no idea why many decisions had been
made, how policy had evolved, or what the effect of the Cold War and the



McCarthy period had been on the decision makers, long after McCarthy
himself had been condemned by the Senate.

Some twenty years later I have come to think of each of the major books
I have written, books which often took four or five or six years out of my
life, as the first of one of many universities that I entered, one with courses
on how policy is made, and what the effects of the McCarthy era were on
policy making. I began to enjoy doing the book, not just because it was an
obsession, but because it offered me a chance to ask broader questions and
to take more time answering them. And, sometimes against my will, it
forced me to grow.

Journalists by and large, like people in other professions, mirror the form
of their work. If they are always asked to write in 800-word takes, they will
end up thinking in 800-word takes; if they are always asked to report on the
evening news in bites of one minute, fifteen seconds, they will end up
thinking in bites of 1:15. The great liberation for me, in doing a book like
this, was the ability to escape the limits of form. So it was that the
interviews became more than mere source material, they became part of an
education. I had been a poor student in college: I was not ready to learn, or
to delve into the past. As a journalist I had on several occasions been
excited by the pull of dramatic events, in Vietham and in the early Civil
Rights movement. Now something more complicated was happening to me
—1I was becoming caught up in the excitement of history, in the pull of the
past.

Nothing about it bored me. I could hardly wait to go to work each day.
Interviews for daily newspapers are rarely long; interviews for magazines at
Harper’s tended to last an hour to an hour and a half. The interviews for this
book were different; they might last three or four hours. Very early on I
went to visit Daniel Ellsberg in Los Angeles. We had known each other in
college, and I had given him an early briefing in 1964, when I had just
come back from Vietnam and he was on his way out there. Now we held a
series of marathon interviews at his home on the beach. When I typed up
my notes on them—the typing took several days as well—they came to
some twenty-five single-spaced pages. Two and a half years later, after The



Pentagon Papers—the documented history of the war—came out, I realized
that the notes I had taken were like a concentrate of The Papers, that
Ellsberg had already studied The Papers, knew the bureaucratic history
brilliantly, and understood what the documents meant. I was doubly lucky:
He had in effect given me a valuable road map. Had I been given The
Papers themselves that early, I would probably have become a prisoner of
them—as it was, I had a good sense of the bureaucratic history as related by
an expert, but I was also free to do several hundred interviews, not merely
to flesh out the bureaucratic history, but to balance the pure paper history
with a human history, and to relate secret decisions as they were not always
set down on paper.

One of the things which surprised me was how thin most of the
newspaper and magazine reporting of the period was, the degree to which
journalists accepted the norms of the government and, particularly in the
glamorous Kennedy era, the reputation of these new stars at face value.
Credit was given more readily for educational prowess and for academic
achievement than for accomplishment in governance. The one member of
the Administration who had deigned to enter pluralistic politics was the
President himself. Being verbal seemed to be an end in itself. Among those
dazzled by the Administration team was Vice-President Lyndon Johnson.
After attending his first Cabinet meeting he went back to his mentor Sam
Rayburn and told him with great enthusiasm how extraordinary they were,
each brighter than the next, and that the smartest of them all was that fellow
with the Stacomb on his hair from the Ford Motor Company, McNamara.
“Well, Lyndon,” Mister Sam answered, “you may be right and they may be
every bit as intelligent as you say, but I’d feel a whole lot better about them
if just one of them had run for sheriff once.” It is my favorite story in the
book, for it underlines the weakness of the Kennedy team, the difference
between intelligence and wisdom, between the abstract quickness and
verbal facility which the team exuded, and true wisdom, which is the
product of hard-won, often bitter experience. Wisdom for a few of them
came dfter Vietnam.

But that doubt about the Administration and its members and their
abilities did not exist in the early years under Kennedy, when they had first



come to power. Rarely had a new Administration received such a
sympathetic hearing at a personal level from the more serious and respected
journalists of the city. The good reporters of that era, those who were well
educated and who were enlightened themselves and worked for enlightened
organizations, liked the Kennedys and were for the same things the
Kennedys were for. In addition, the particular nature of the President’s
personal style, his ease and confidence with reporters, his considerable skill
in utilizing television, and the terrible manner in which he was killed had
created a remarkable myth about him. The fact that a number of men in his
Cabinet were skillful writers themselves and that in the profound sadness
after his murder they wrote their own eloquent (and on occasion self-
serving) versions of his presidency had strengthened that myth.

At the time it was somewhat fashionable to compare this Administration
with its lineal predecessors, those who had served under Truman and who
had fashioned the basic elements of the Containment policy. But even here
the comparisons were hardly flattering. The men who had made those early
hard decisions of the Cold War had served a much longer, much more
complete apprenticeship in their professions. The decisions on how to
handle the Soviet Union were made as a result of carefully weighing the
advice of accomplished men like Kennan, Bohlen, and Harriman, who had
in different ways devoted much of their lives to the study of the Soviet
Union. Clearly, the new terms of apprenticeship in modern America as the
nation ascended so quickly to superpower status were to be much briefer.
On the issue which was to prove so critical to them, Vietnam, and which so
greatly undermined any positive accomplishments of the Administration,
and to the question of extending the logic of the Cold War in Europe to the
underdeveloped world, and to a spot where nationalism was clearly at stake,
they brought no comparable expertise at all. There is no small irony here:
An administration which flaunted its intellectual superiority and its superior
academic credentials made the most critical of decisions with virtually no
input from anyone who had any expertise on the recent history of that part
of the world, and it in no way factored in the entire experience of the
French Indochina War. Part of the reason for this were the upheavals of the
McCarthy period, but in part it was also the arrogance of men of the
Atlantic; it was as if these men did not need to know about such a distant



and somewhat less worthy part of the world. Lesser parts of the world
attracted lesser men; years later I came upon a story which illustrated this
theory perfectly. Jack Langguth, a writer and college classmate of mine,
mentioned to a member of that Administration that he was thinking of
going on to study Latin American history. The man had turned to him, his
contempt barely concealed, and said, “Second-rate parts of the world for
second-rate minds.”

Mine, though I did not think of it this way at the time, was probably the
first Kennedy revisionist book, though on the increasingly harsh scale of
what was to come later it was rather mild. I did not see Kennedy as a
romantic figure (although, later, I saw his younger brother Robert that way)
but rather as a cool, skillful, modern politician, skeptical, ironic, and
graceful. The best thing about him, I thought, was his modernity, his lack of
being burdened by myths of the past. Because I saw him as cool and
skeptical it always struck me that he would not have sent combat troops into
Vietnam. He was too skeptical, I think, for that: I believe that, in the last
few months of his life, he had come to dislike the war, it was messy and our
policy there was flawed and going nowhere, and he was wary of the
optimism of his generals. In 1964 I think he wanted to put it on the back
burner, run against Goldwater, beat him handily (which I think he expected
to do) and then negotiate his way out. His first term had been burdened by
his narrow victory over Nixon and the ghosts of the McCarthy period; with
luck he would be free of both these burdens in his second term, and I do not
believe he intended to lose in the rice paddies of Indochina what he
considered this most precious chance for historic accomplishment. But that
having been said, it should be noted that he significantly escalated the
number of Americans there, and the number of American deaths; that his
public rhetoric was often considerably more aggressive than his more
private doubts; and that he gave over to Lyndon Johnson that famous can-
do aggressive team of top advisers.

The other thing I learned about the Kennedy-Johnson team was that for
all their considerable reputations as brilliant, rational managers they were in
fact very poor managers. They thought they were very good, and they were
always talking about keeping their options open, even as, day by day and



week by week, events closed off those options. The truth was that history—
and in Indochina we were on the wrong side of it—was a hard taskmaster
and from the early to the middle sixties, when we were making those fateful
decisions, we had almost no choices left. Our options had been steadily
closing down since 1946, when the French Indochina War began. That was
when we had the most options, and the greatest element of choice. But we
had granted, however reluctantly, the French the right to return and impose
their will on the Vietnamese by force; and by 1950, caught up increasingly
in our own global vision of anti-Communism, we chose not to see this war
as primarily a colonial/anticolonial war, and we had begun to underwrite
most of the French costs. Where our money went our rhetoric soon
followed. We adjusted our public statements, and much of our journalism,
to make it seem as if this was a war of Communists against anti-
Communists, instead, as the people of Vietham might have seen it, a war of
a colonial power against an indigenous nationalist force. By the time the
Kennedy-Johnson team arrived and started talking about all their options,
like it or not (and they did not even want to think about it) they had in fact
almost no options at all. In fact, for a team of Democratic politicians they
were sooner or later going to be faced with the most unpalatable of choices:
getting out, and then being accused of losing a freedom-loving country to
the Communists, or sending in combat troops to fight an unwinnable war.
“Events,” wrote George Ball, paraphrasing Emerson “are in the saddle, and
ride mankind.” In addition the Kennedy-Johnson team never defined the
war, what our roles and missions were, how many troops we were going to
send and, most important of all, what we were going to do if the North
Vietnamese matched our escalation with their escalation, as they were likely
to. It was an ill-defined commitment, one made in stealth and in
considerable secrecy, because those making it were uneasy about their path
and feared an open debate, feared exposing the policy to any serious
scrutiny.

Of the things I had not known when I started out, I think the most
important was the degree to which the legacy of the McCarthy period still
lived. It had been almost seven years since Joe McCarthy had been
censured when John Kennedy took office, and most people believed that his
hold on Washington was over. The people comprising the body politic of



America might not in general, particularly if things were honestly explained
to them, be that frightened of the Communists (making legitimate claims to
nationalism) taking over a small country some 12,000 miles away, or for
that matter frightened or very impressed by Joe McCarthy himself. But
among the top Democrats, against whom the issue of being soft on
Communism might be used, and among the Republicans, who might well
use the charge, it was still live ammunition.

If the Kennedy people privately mocked the bombast and rigidity of the
Eisenhower and Dulles years (years in which Dulles had made his own
separate peace with the Republican right) they did not lightly reverse
Dulles’s policies, particularly where they were most irrational and
dangerous, in an emerging post-colonial Asia. McCarthyism still lingered: a
McCarthyism that was broader than the wild outrages of the Senator
himself, something that even men as fine as Bob Taft were caught up in.
The real McCarthyism went deeper in the American grain than most people
wanted to admit: it was an odd amalgam of the traditional isolationism of
the Midwest (cheered on greatly by Colonel McCormick of Chicago);
McCarthy’s own personal recklessness and cruelty; the anxiety of a nation
living in a period of new and edgy atomic tensions and no longer protected
from adversaries by the buffer of its two adjoining oceans; and the fact that
the Republican party had been out of power for so long—twenty years, until
Dwight Eisenhower, a kind of hired Republican, was finally elected. The
Republicans’ long, arid period out of office, accentuated by Truman’s 1948
defeat of Dewey, had permitted the out-party in its desperation, to accuse
the leaders of the governing party of treason. The Democrats, in the wake of
the relentless sustained attacks on Truman and Acheson over their policies
in Asia, came to believe that they had lost the White House when they lost
China. Long after McCarthy himself was gone, the fear of being accused of
being soft on Communism lingered among the Democratic leaders. The
Republicans had, of course, offered no alternative policy on China (the last
thing they had wanted to do was suggest sending American boys to fight for
China) and indeed there was no policy to offer, for China was never ours,
events there were well outside our control, and our feudal proxies had been
swept away by the forces of history. But in the political darkness of the time
it had been easy to blame the Democrats for the ebb and flow of history.



The fear generated in those days lasted a long time, and Vietnam was to
be something of an instant replay after China. The memory of the fall of
China and what it did to the Democrats, was, I think, more bitter for Lyndon
Johnson than it was for John Kennedy. Johnson, taking over after Kennedy
was murdered and after the Kennedy patched-up advisory commitment had
failed, vowed that he was not going to be the President of the United States
who lost the Great Society because he lost Saigon. In the end it would take
the tragedy of the Vietnam War and the election of Richard Nixon (the only
political figure who could probably go to China without being Red-baited
by Richard Nixon) to exorcise those demons, and to open the door to China.

That was the terrible shadow of the McCarthy period. It hung heavily
albeit secretly over the internal calculation of Democratic leaders of the
period. But of course it was never discussed in the major newspapers and
magazine articles that analyzed policy making in Vietnam. It was a secret
subject, reflecting secret fears. Nor did the men who made the policy have
any regional expertise as they made their estimates about what the other
side would do if we escalated and sent American combat troops. All of the
China experts, the Asia hands who were the counterparts of Bohlen and
Kennan, had had their careers destroyed with the fall of China. The men
who gave advice on Asia were either Europeanists or men transferred from
the Pentagon. When my book was finally done and accepted by my
publisher, I realized I had not made this point strongly enough. So I added
another chapter, the story of John Paton Davies, one of the most
distinguished of the China hands who had had his career savaged during the
McCarthy years. The section reflected my belief that in a better and
healthier society he or someone like him might have been sitting in as
Assistant Secretary of State during the Vietnam decisions. I think adding
the chapter strengthened the book, but years later as I ponder the
importance of the McCarthy era on both our domestic and foreign policy, I
am convinced that this flaw in the society was even greater than I portrayed
it, and that if I were to do the book over, I might expand the entire section.
It was one of the great myths of that time that foreign policy was this pure
and uncontaminated area which was never touched by domestic politics,
and that domestic politics ended at the water’s edge. The truth, in sharp
contrast, was that all those critical decisions were primarily driven by



considerations of domestic politics, and by political fears of the
consequences of looking weak in a forthcoming domestic election.

Writing the book was the most intellectually exciting quest of my life. Each
day for the three and a half years the book took to write, I simply could not
wait to get to work. Most journalists are impatient to get their legwork done
and to start the actual writing, but I was caught up in something else, the
actual doing. The legwork became for me infinitely more interesting than
the writing, and in fact for a time that became something of a problem in
my work, a tendency to pursue certain aspects of a book for too long and to
seek too much detail. Some two years into the project, I became convinced
that I was on to something special, not necessarily something special
commercially, for it never really occurred to me that the book would have a
particularly large audience, but something special in terms of its validity, its
truth, and that to the degree I could bring a moment alive, I was doing so.
(That was something else I owed Teddy White. I and others of my
generation, who went from newspaper and magazine reporting to writing
books, owed him a far greater debt of gratitude than most people realized.
As much as anyone he changed the nature of nonfiction political reporting.
By taking the 1960 campaign, a subject about which everyone knew the
outcome, and writing a book which proved wondrously exciting to read, he
had given a younger generation a marvelous example of the expanded
possibilities of writing nonfiction journalism. As I worked on my own
book, I remembered his example and tried to write it as a detective novel.)

In 1972, as I was finishing the book, I became unusually nervous. I kept a
duplicate set of notes and a duplicate manuscript outside my apartment.
(These were, after all, days when strange things were taking place on orders
from the White House.)

Right up until publication we were unsure about the title. I had liked the
phrase “best and brightest,” which I had used in the original Harper’s piece
on Bundy to describe the entire group as it swept so confidently into
Washington. But others did not like it. Ken Galbraith, who was unusually



generous to me in those years, offering advice and guidance, did not like it.
“Call it The Establishment’s War, Halberstam,” he said. I was not excited by
that. My backup title was Guardians at the Gate, which came from a speech
of Johnson’s saying that we had not chosen to be the guardians at the gate
but that, if need be, we would honor that role. But I still liked The Best and
the Brightest, and in the end I went with it.

Most people who liked the book liked the title, except the writer Mary
McCarthy, who seemed not to like me, the book, or the title. I could not
even get the title right, she claimed in a violent attack on me and the book
in The New York Review of Books. In the Protestant hymn, she pointed out,
the phrase is “brightest and best.” I was never very strong on hymns and
knew nothing of the one she cited. I was much cheered by a letter from
Graham Greene, who thanked me for sending him a copy and said that he
was quite puzzled by the vicious attack Mary McCarthy had written in The
New York Review: “I couldn’t understand the ferocious attack by Mary
McCarthy, who is not one of my favourite writers,” he wrote to me. “I
suppose she resented your not having quoted anything from her account of
a weekend in Hanoi,” he said. As for the title, she was wrong about that;
hymn or no, it went into the language, although it is often misused, failing
to carry the tone or irony that the original intended.

It did not occur to me that the book would be a major commercial
success. For years others had assured me that I was wasting my time, that
no one was interested in a book about the origins of the Vietham War, and
that it would have little commercial appeal. My editor Jim Silberman and I
agreed that if it cleared 50,000 in hard cover, it would be a significant
success. The print order for the book was originally 25,000, by far the
largest for anything I had ever written. A few weeks before publication we
began to have a sense that the book was going to move. Excerpts in both
Harper’s and Esquire had helped greatly. The publishing order was
increased to 50,000. By the date of publication it was 75,000. In the first
two weeks it sold some 60,000 copies, almost unheard-of for a book that
serious. Eventually it sold around 180,000 copies in hard cover, which was
considered astonishing, and an estimated 1.5 million in paperback. The
reviews were almost uniformly good; it was that rarest of successes, a book



which was both a critical success and a commercial success. More, it got
out there. It did not just sit on coffee tables. People read it and took it
seriously; to this day I still hear from people who like to tell me how old
they were and where they were when they read it and the name of the
person who encouraged them to read it, and how it reshaped their thinking
on Vietnam.

The great pleasure for me was an inner pleasure: it was very simply the
best I could do. In my own mind, I had reached above myself. There were
no skills I possessed which were wasted, and there were skills which I
found in doing it which I had never known of before, of patience and
endurance. If a reporter’s life is, at its best, an ongoing education, then this
had been in the personal sense a stunning experience, and it had changed
the way I looked not just at Vietnam, but at every other subject I took on
from then on. I had loved working away from the pack, enjoyed the solitude
of this more different, lonelier kind of journalism which I was now doing. I
had gotten not just a book which I greatly valued from the experience, but a
chance to grow.



Chapter One

A cold day in December. Long afterward, after the assassination and all the
pain, the older man would remember with great clarity the young man’s
grace, his good manners, his capacity to put a visitor at ease. He was
concerned about the weather, that the old man not be exposed to the cold or
to the probing questions of freezing newspapermen, that he not have to wait
for a cab. Instead he had guided his guest to his own car and driver. The
older man would remember the young man’s good manners almost as
clearly as the substance of their talk, though it was an important meeting.

In just a few weeks the young man would become President of the United
States, and to the newspapermen standing outside his Georgetown house,
there was an air of excitement about every small act, every gesture, every
word, every visitor to his temporary headquarters. They complained less
than usual, the bitter cold notwithstanding; they felt themselves a part of
history: the old was going out and the new was coming in, and the new
seemed exciting, promising.

On the threshold of great power and great office, the young man seemed
to have everything. He was handsome, rich, charming, candid. The candor
was part of the charm: he could beguile a visitor by admitting that
everything the visitor proposed was right, rational, proper—but he couldn’t
do it, not this week, this month, this term. Now he was trying to put
together a government, and the candor showed again. He was self-
deprecating with the older man. He had spent the last five years, he said
ruefully, running for office, and he did not know any real public officials,
people to run a government, serious men. The only ones he knew, he
admitted, were politicians, and if this seemed a denigration of his own kind,
it was not altogether displeasing to the older man. Politicians did need men



to serve, to run the government. The implication was obvious. Politicians
could run Pennsylvania and Ohio, and if they could not run Chicago they
could at least deliver it. But politicians run the world? What did they know
about the Germans, the French, the Chinese? He needed experts for that,
and now he was summoning them.

The old man was Robert A. Lovett, the symbolic expert, representative of
the best of the breed, a great surviving link to a then unquestioned past, to
the wartime and postwar successes of the Stimson-Marshall-Acheson years.
He was the very embodiment of the Establishment, a man who had a sense
of country rather than party. He was above petty divisions, so he could say
of his friends, as so many of that group could, that he did not even know to
which political party they belonged. He was a man of impeccable
credentials, indeed he passed on other people’s credentials, deciding who
was safe and sound, who was ready for advancement and who was not. He
was so much a part of that atmosphere that he was immortalized even in the
fiction of his class. Louis Auchincloss, who was the unofficial laureate of
that particular world, would have one of his great fictional lawyers say:
“I’ve got that Washington bug. Ever since I had that job with Bob Lovett . .

»

He had the confidence of both the financial community and the Congress.
He had been good, very good, going up on the Hill in the old days and
soothing things over with recalcitrant Midwestern senators; and he was soft
on nothing, that above all—no one would accuse Robert Lovett of being
soft. He was a witty and graceful man himself, a friend not just of the
powerful, the giants of politics and industry, but of people like Robert
Benchley and Lillian Hellman and John O’Hara. He had wit and charm.
Even in those tense moments in 1950 when he had been at Defense and
MacArthur was being MacArthur, Lovett had amused his colleagues at
high-level meetings with great imitations of MacArthur’s vanities,
MacArthur in Korea trying to comb his few strands of hair from side to side
over his pate to hide his baldness, while standing in the blast of prop-plane
engines at Kimpo Airfield.



They got along well, these two men who had barely known each other
before. Jack Kennedy the President-elect, who in his campaign had
summoned the nation’s idealism, but who was at least as skeptical as he was
idealistic, curiously ill at ease with other people’s overt idealism, preferring
in private the tart and darker view of the world and of mankind of a skeptic
like Lovett.

In addition to his own misgivings he had constantly been warned by one
of his more senior advisers that in order to deal with State effectively, he
had to have a real man there, that State was filled with sissies in striped
pants and worse. That senior adviser was Joseph Kennedy, Sr., and he had
consistently pushed, in discussions with his son, the name of Robert Lovett,
who he felt was the best of those old-time Wall Street people. For Robert
Lovett understood power, where it resided, how to exercise it. He had
exercised it all his life, yet he was curiously little known to the general
public. The anonymity was not entirely by chance, for he was the
embodiment of the public servantfinancier who is so secure in his job, the
value of it, his right to do it, that he does not need to seek publicity, to see
his face on the cover of a magazine or on television, to feel reassured.
Discretion is better, anonymity is safer: his peers know him, know his role,
know that he can get things done. Publicity sometimes frightens your
superiors, annoys congressional adversaries (when Lovett was at Defense,
the senior members of the Armed Services committees never had to read in
newspapers and magazines how brilliant Lovett was, how well he handled
the Congress; rather they read how much he admired the Congress). He was
the private man in the public society par excellence. He did not need to
impress people with false images. He knew the rules of the game: to whom
you talked, what you said, to whom you did not talk, which journalists were
your kind, would, without being told, know what to print for the greater
good, which questions to ask, and which questions not to ask. He lived in a
world where young men made their way up the ladder by virtue not just of
their own brilliance and ability but also of who their parents were, which
phone calls from which old friends had preceded their appearance in an
office. In a world like this he knew that those whose names were always in
print, who were always on the radio and television, were there precisely
because they did not have power, that those who did hold or had access to



power tried to keep out of sight. He was a twentieth-century man who did
not hold press conferences, who never ran for anything. The classic
insider’s man.

He was born in Huntsville, Texas, in 1895, the son of Robert Scott
Lovett, a general counsel for Harriman’s Union Pacific Railway, a railroad
lawyer, a power man in those rough and heady days, who then became a
judge, very much a part of the power structure, the Texas arm of it, and
eventually a member of the Union Pacific board of directors and president
of the railway. His son Bob would do all the right Eastern things, go to the
right schools, join the right clubs (Hill School, Yale, Skull and Bones). He
helped form the Yale unit of pilots which flew in World War I, and he
commanded the first U.S. Naval Air Squadron. He married well, Adele
Brown, the beautiful daughter of James Brown, a senior partner in the great
banking firm of Brown Brothers.

Since those post-college years were a bad time for the railways, he went
to work for Brown Brothers, starting at $1,080 a year, a fumbling-fingered
young clerk who eventually rose to become a partner and finally helped to
arrange the merger of Brown Brothers with the Harriman banking house to
form the powerful firm of Brown Bros., Harriman & Co. So he came
naturally to power, to running things, to knowing people, and his own
marriage had connected him to the great families. His view of the world
was a banker’s view, the right men making the right decisions, stability to
be preserved. The status quo was good, one did not question it.

He served overseas in London, gaining experience in foreign affairs,
though like most influential Americans who would play a key role in
foreign affairs entering government through the auspices of the Council on
Foreign Relations, the group which served as the Establishment’s unofficial
club, it was with the eyes of a man with a vested interest in the static world,
where business could take place as usual, where the existing order could
and should be preserved. He saw the rise of Hitler and the coming military
importance of air power; when he returned to America he played a major
role in speeding up America’s almost nonexistent air defenses. He served
with great distinction during World War II, a member of that small inner



group which worked for Secretary of War Henry Stimson and Chief of Staff
George C. Marshall (“There are three people I cannot say no to,” Lovett
would say when asked back into government in the late forties, “Colonel
Stimson, General Marshall and my wife”). That small group of policy
makers came from the great banking houses and law firms of New York and
Boston. They knew one another, were linked to one another, and they
guided America’s national security in those years, men like James Forrestal,
Douglas Dillon and Allen Dulles. Stimson and then Marshall had been their
great leaders, and although they had worked for Roosevelt, it was not
because of him, but almost in spite of him; they had been linked more to
Stimson than to Roosevelt. And they were linked more to Acheson and
Lovett than to Truman; though Acheson was always quick to praise
Truman, there were those who believed that there was something
unconsciously patronizing in Acheson’s tones, his description of Truman as
a great little man, and a sense that Acheson felt that much of Truman’s
greatness came from his willingness to listen to Acheson. They were men
linked more to one another, their schools, their own social class and their
own concerns than they were linked to the country. Indeed, about one of
them, Averell Harriman, there would always be a certain taint, as if
somehow Averell were a little too partisan and too ambitious (Averell had
wanted to be President whereas the rest of them knew that the real power
lay in letting the President come to them; the President could take care of
rail strikes, minimum wages and farm prices, and they would take care of
national security). Averell had, after all—there was no getting around it—
run for public office and won; he seemed too much the politician and too
much the intriguer for them. Perhaps not as bad as Roosevelt, but not
exactly one of them, either.

In 1947, after Acheson had resigned as Undersecretary of State, Marshall
(who was then head of State) chose Robert Lovett as his successor, and in
1950 he became Secretary of Defense. If the torch had been passed in
earlier years to Elihu Root and Teddy Roosevelt and then to Stimson and
Marshall, by 1960 Lovett was next. He had become, now as the sixties were
about to begin, the great link to the Stimson-Marshall era. Acheson was a
link too, but somehow Acheson had been scarred during the McCarthy era;
it was not so much that he had done anything wrong as the fact that he had



been forced to defend himself. By that very defense, by all the publicity, he
had become controversial. He had been in print too often, it was somehow
indiscreet of Dean to be attacked by McCarthy. Lovett was cleaner and he
seemed to represent a particularly proud and, more important, successful
tradition. For the private men felt they had succeeded admirably: they had
taken a great dormant democracy, tuned it up for victory over Japan and
Germany, stopped the Russian advance in Europe after the war and rebuilt
Western Europe under the plan whose very name was more meaningful to
them than to most others. The Marshall Plan had stopped the Communists,
had brought the European nations back from destruction and decay, had
performed an economic miracle; and there was, given the can-do nature of
Americans, a tendency on their part to take perhaps more credit than might
be proper for the actual operation of the Marshall Plan, a belief that they
had done it and controlled it, rather than an admission that it had been the
proper prescription for an economically weakened Europe and that it was
the Europeans themselves who had worked the wonders. Yet it seemed as if
history had come their way: just as they had predicted, the Russians proved
untrustworthy and ungentlemanly (by 1944 there had been growing tensions
between Roosevelt and some of his national security people over Soviet
postwar aims; the national security people had held a view more parallel to
that of Churchill) and had tried to expand in Europe, but Western
democratic leadership had turned them back. They were not surprised that a
cold war ensued; its very existence made their role, their guidance more
necessary than ever. Without the Cold War—its dangers, tensions and
threats—there might have been considerably less need of them and their
wisdom and respectability. The lesson of history from Munich to Berlin was
basic, they decided: one had to stand up, to be stern, to be tough. Lovett
himself would talk of those years in the late forties as almost miraculous
ones, when the American executive branch and the Congress were as one,
when the Marshall Plan, the Point Four program and NATO had come about
and been approved.

The men of that era believed, to an uncommon degree, that their view of
history had been confirmed; only a very few questioned it. One of their
eggheads, George F. Kennan, became in the fifties increasingly
disillusioned with the thrust of American policy, believing that those men



had exaggerated Soviet intentions in Western Europe, and had similarly
exaggerated their own role and NATO’s role in stopping them. But Kennan
was too much of an intellectual; he had been useful to them in the early part
of the Cold War, but he became less useful as his own doubts grew; besides,
he was not a central member of their group—Lovett was.

So that cold December day Kennedy was lunching with a man who not only
symbolized a group, the Establishment, and was a power broker who
carried the proxies for the great law firms and financial institutions, but was
also tied to a great and seemingly awesome era. If Kennedy, as he always
did in that period, complained that he knew no experts, that was no
problem; the Establishment had long lists and it would be delighted to co-
operate with this young President, help him along. It was of course above
politics. It feared the right (the Goldwater campaign of 1964 was an assault
on the entrenched powerful Eastern money by the new and powerless
Southern and Western money; it was not by chance that the principal villain
for them at San Francisco had been Nelson Rockefeller), and it feared the
left; it held what was proclaimed to be the center. More often than not it
was Republican, though it hedged its bets. A few members were nominal if
cautious Democrats, and some families were very good about it—the
Bundy family had produced William for the Democrats, and McGeorge for
the Republicans—and it was believed that every major law firm should
have at least one partner who was a Democrat. In fact, on the question of
Kennedy and Nixon there had been an element of indecision in the
Establishment world. One had a sense of the Establishment in an election
year being like a professional athletic scout watching a championship
match, emotionally uninvolved with either competitor, waiting until it was
over and then descending to the locker room of the winner, to sign him on,
to offer him the club’s facilities—in this case the trusted, respectable, sound
men of the Establishment.

Kennedy believed in the Establishment mystique; there had, after all,
been little debunking of it in early 1960. Rarely had there been such a
political consensus on foreign affairs: containment was good, Communism



was dangerous, there was of course the problem of getting foreign aid bills
through Congress, bills which would help us keep the Third World from the
Communists. Besides, he was young, and since his victory over Nixon was
slimmer than he had expected, he needed the backing of this club, the
elitists of the national security people. And he felt at ease with them: after
Chester Bowles and Adlai Stevenson and all the other Democratic eggheads
pushing their favorite causes, Lovett, who seemingly pushed no causes and
had no ideology, was a relief.

The two took to each other immediately. When Kennedy asked Lovett
what the financial community thought of John Kenneth Galbraith’s
economic views (Galbraith being one of the President’s earliest and
strongest supporters), he was much amused when Lovett answered that the
community thought he was a fine novelist. And when Lovett told Kennedy
that he had not voted for him, Kennedy just grinned at the news, though he
might have grinned somewhat less at Lovett’s reason, which was Lovett’s
reservation about old Joe Kennedy. In a way, of course, this would have
made Lovett all the more attractive, since much of the Kennedy family’s
thrust was motivated by the Irish desire to make these patricians, who had
snubbed Joe Kennedy, reckon with his sons; this meeting was, if anything,
part of the reckoning. (“Tell me,” Rose Kennedy once asked a young and
somewhat shocked aristocratic college classmate of Jack Kennedy’s back in
1939 as she drove him from Hyannisport to Boston, “when are the good
people of Boston going to accept us Irish?”)

The meeting continued pleasantly, Caroline darting in and out, carrying a
football, emphasizing to Lovett the youth and the enormity of the task
before this man. Lovett had a feeling that he was taking too much of the
President-elect’s time, but he found that just the opposite was true. Kennedy
tried hard to bring Lovett into the government, to take a job, any job (earlier
Kennedy had sent Clark Clifford as a messenger with the offer to serve as
Secretary of the Treasury, which Lovett had turned down). Lovett, who had
not voted for Kennedy, could have State, Defense or Treasury (“I think
because I had been in both State and Defense he thought he was getting two
men for the price of one,” Lovett would later say). Lovett declined
regretfully again, explaining that he had been ill, bothered by severe ulcers,



and each time after his last three government tours he had gone to the
hospital. Now they had taken out part of his stomach, and he did not feel he
was well enough to take on any of these jobs. Again Kennedy complained
about his lack of knowledge of the right people, but Lovett told him not to
worry, he and his friends would supply him with lists. Take Treasury, for
instance—there Kennedy would want a man of national reputation, a skilled
professional, well known and respected by the banking houses. There were
Henry Alexander at Morgan, and Jack McCloy at Chase, and Gene Black at
the World Bank. Doug Dillon too. Lovett said he didn’t know their politics.
Well, he reconsidered, he knew McCloy was an independent Republican,
and Dillon had served in a Republican Administration, but, he added, he did
not know the politics of Black and Alexander at all (their real politics of
course being business). At State, Kennedy wanted someone who would
reassure European governments: they discussed names and Lovett pushed,
as would Dean Acheson, the name of someone little known to the voters, a
young fellow who had been a particular favorite of General Marshall’s—
Dean Rusk over at Rockefeller. He handled himself there very well, said
Lovett. The atmosphere was not unlike a college faculty, but Rusk had
stayed above it, handled the various cliques very well. A very sound man.
Then a brief, gentle and perhaps prophetic warning about State: the
relations between a Secretary of State and his President are largely
dependent upon the President. Acheson, Lovett said, had been very good
because Truman gave him complete confidence.

Then they spoke of Defense. A glandular thing, Lovett said, a
monstrosity. Even talking about it damaged a man’s stomach. In Lovett’s
day there had been 150 staffmen, now there were—oh, how many?—
20,000; there were fourteen people behind every man. An empire too great
for any emperor. Kennedy asked what makes a good Secretary of
Defense.“A healthy skepticism, a sense of values, and a sense of priorities,”
Lovett answered. “That and a good President, and he can’t do much
damage. Not that he can do much good, but he can’t do that much damage.”
They discussed men of intelligence, men of hardware, men of the financial
community, men of driving ambition. The best of them, said Lovett, was
this young man at Ford, Robert McNamara, the best of the new group. The
others, people like Tom Gates, Eisenhower’s Secretary of Defense, were



getting older. Lovett had worked with McNamara in government during the
war, and he had been terrific: disciplined, with a great analytical ability, a
great hunger for facts.

Then the meeting was over, and the young man guided the older man
through the throng of waiting reporters, saying that he had asked Mr. Lovett
to come down and have lunch with him to see if he could get him for State,
Defense or Treasury. (That night Lovett’s old friend Arthur Krock, the New
York Times columnist, called him to ask, “My God, is there any truth in it—
it’s going all over town,” and Lovett answered, “Oh, I think he was just
trying to make me feel good.”) Since it was cold and there were no taxis,
Kennedy gave Lovett his own car and driver, having failed to give him
State, Defense or Treasury.



Chapter Two

If lower Manhattan Island and State Street, Boston, and the rest of the world
of both Louis Auchincloss and John O’Hara read of the Kennedy-Lovett
meeting with considerable reassurance, the first sign that the man in the
White House, though young, Irish and a Democrat, knew his shortcomings
and that they could deal with him, then there was at least one man who
learned of it with a haunting sense of confirmation of what he had always
feared. This was not someone who had run against Kennedy or opposed his
nomination, but curiously enough someone who had worked very hard for
Kennedy’s election and was technically his chief foreign policy adviser—
Chester Bowles of Connecticut, liberal icon, whom Kennedy had so
assiduously cultivated and pursued just one year earlier, and whose views
on all matters of foreign policy Kennedy had seemed, at that moment, to
share with such great devotion. Now Bowles watched from a distance what
was happening as Kennedy prepared to take office; his phone did not ring
often, and what he knew about the Kennedy-Lovett meeting was largely
what he read in the New York Times. He sensed that the young President-
elect was flashing his very considerable charms at Robert Lovett, just as he
once had done with Bowles himself.

It had been very different in 1959. Then Jack Kennedy had readied
himself to run in his party’s primaries, and he had done this as a good
liberal Democrat. He was by no means the most obvious of liberals, being
closer to the center of his party, with lines put to both the main wings. He
knew from the start that if he was going to win the nomination, his problem
would not be with the professional politicians, but with the liberal-
intellectual wing of the party, influential far beyond its numbers because of
its relations with, and impact upon, the media. It was a section of the party
not only dubious of him but staunchly loyal to Adlai Stevenson after those



two gallant and exhilarating defeats. That very exhilaration had left the
Kennedys, particularly Robert Kennedy, with a vague suspicion that liberals
would rather lose gallantly than win pragmatically, that they valued the
irony and charm of Stevenson’s election-night concessions more than they
valued the power and patronage of victory. That feeling of suspicion was by
no means unreciprocated; the New Republic liberals were well aware who
had fought their wars during the fifties and who had sat on the sidelines.

The true liberals, those derivative of Eleanor Roosevelt and Adlai
Stevenson, were at least as uneasy about Kennedy as he was about them,
sensing that he was too cool, too hard-line in his foreign policies, too
devoid of commitment. To them, Kennedy seemed so much the new breed,
so devoted to rationalism instead of belief that even his first biographer,
James MacGregor Burns, had angered the Kennedy Senate staff,
particularly Theodore Sorensen, by suggesting that Kennedy would never
risk political defeat on behalf of a great moral issue. They felt he had made
too many accommodations in deference to the Cold War climate and
adjusted his beliefs; he in turn thought them more than a little nalve and
unrealistic about what was then considered a real Soviet threat. As a young
congressman, then very much his father’s son, he had been capable of being
pleased by Richard Nixon’s defeat of Helen Gahagan Douglas in California,
a race marked by the shabbiest kind of Red-baiting. In Massachusetts,
where McCarthyism was a particularly emotional issue, dividing the
Catholic mass and the intellectual elite, he had carefully avoided taking a
stand. He was in the hospital in December 1954 at the time of the Senate
vote on McCarthy, but it was said that he had intended to vote for the
censure; his evasion of the issue, however, combined with liberal suspicion
of both his father’s wartime beliefs and his own Catholicism, did not endear
him to traditional liberals. As he moved toward becoming a presidential
candidate, he had decided first to ease liberal doubts. He wanted
Stevenson’s support, but that would not come. Since he sensed that
Stevenson, though playing Hamlet, rather badly wanted the nomination,
Kennedy moved after the next-best thing, the support of Chester Bowles, a
hero of the liberal left.



Bowles seemed so attractive a figure that even in 1958, when Kennedy
talked with friends about his own future and candidly admitted that he
planned to run for the Presidency, Chester Bowles’s name hung over the
conversation. Kennedy thought he had a very good chance at the
nomination, certainly better than Symington, Humphrey or Johnson, he
said, citing the political liabilities of each. At the moment it looked very
good, he confided, and the only real problem was that 1958 was likely to be
a good Democratic year and might produce new candidates who could
become instant national figures. Two men in particular might pose a real
threat: Richardson Dilworth of Pennsylvania, an aristocratic liberal, and
Bowles, then contending for a Connecticut Senate seat. Both, he said, could
carry the New Republic crowd, the intellectuals and the liberals, and they
had as good or better a claim on the constituency which he sought; but
unlike him they were Protestants, and thus might serve the purpose of his
enemies, many of whom were uneasy about his Catholicism. It was a
revealing conversation, about the way he saw the road to the nomination,
and the cold and tough-minded appraisal of the problems he faced.

The twin threat did not materialize. Bowles was unsuccessful in securing
the nomination; he was not particularly good at dealing with professional
politicians like John Bailey, head of the Connecticut party, who was deeply
committed to Kennedy, and Dilworth made the mistake of declaring that
Red China ought to be admitted to the United Nations, a statement which
contributed mightily to his defeat in Pennsylvania. Dilworth’s brand of
candor was somewhat different from the Kennedy candor, which was
private rather than public, in that he would freely admit in private what he
could not afford to admit publicly (such as telling Bowles and Stevenson
after the election that he agreed completely with their positions, that our
own policy on China was irrational, but that he could not talk about it then
—perhaps in the second term).

Bowles’s standing with the party’s liberals was not diminished after his
setback, since defeat was never a liberal dishonor; if anything, it was more
of a decoration. Kennedy had gone after Bowles early in 1959, but first he
romanced one of Bowles’s chief aides, Harris Wofford, then a law school
professor at Notre Dame and a long-time protégé of Bowles’s. He was a



young man deeply committed to racial progress both at home and overseas
(it would be Wofford’s suggestion during the campaign that resulted in the
Kennedy phone call to the family of the imprisoned Martin Luther King,
Jr.). Kennedy approached Wofford both for his own availability and as a
bridge to Bowles. There was a major staff position open for Wofford,
Kennedy said, as a speech writer right next to Sorensen himself. Their
meetings were impressive; Kennedy, Wofford later reflected, knew exactly
which issues would touch Wofford. Much ideological sympathy was
expressed, and eventually Wofford went to work for him. The Democratic
party had to get away from the Cold War policies of the past, not just of
Dulles, but of Acheson as well, Kennedy said. It needed new, fresher
leadership. It desperately needed a new China policy. It needed to
encourage anticolonial feeling. Of course, all these things echoed Wofford’s
own sentiments, and he helped remove some of the doubts held by Bowles.

Kennedy himself worked hard on Bowles and used all his charm in
stressing the vast areas they agreed on, philosophically if not tactically (a
difference which seemed small then, though perhaps not so small as time
passed). Finally Bowles came around, with grave reservations. He was not
really comfortable with Kennedy, with the brashness and self-assurance of
this younger man. He had an old and abiding loyalty to Hubert Humphrey,
with whom he had fought so many battles all those lonely years—for civil
rights, for foreign aid, for disarmament—but as a professional politician he
was able to look coolly at the field and decide that Kennedy might be able
to go all the way and beat Nixon, while Humphrey might fall by the
wayside. It was a crucial switch within the competing factions of the
Democratic party, an institution severely damaged by the McCarthy years
and by Republican charges of twenty years of treason. Here was Bowles, if
not moving from the StevensonHumphreyEleanor RooseveltBowles wing to
the more centrist camp of John Kennedy, and if not actually leaving his old
group, at least conferring an ideological acceptance on the Kennedy camp,
easing liberal-intellectual doubts, for no less a liberal institution than the
New Republic had listed Bowles as its own dark-horse candidate. Now it
was done: Chester Bowles would become Jack Kennedy’s chief foreign
policy adviser. Through countless liberal psyches would flash the idea,
precisely as Kennedy intended it to: Bowles as Secretary of State. Or better



still, Bowles as a holding action for a couple of months, and Adlai as
Secretary of State.

It was a very good liberal name to have, Chester Bowles. In the eyes of
the liberals, he was one of the few who was without a stain. He was, in fact,
the definitive liberal-humanist at a time when those particular values had
been on the defensive and had been made to seem nalve. Politicians who
professed the old liberalism of the thirties in this harsher postwar era were
considered too trusting and unrealistic, men who did not understand the
dangers of the contemporary world, where Communists constantly lurked to
exploit any and all do-good organizations and intentions. This Cold War
realism had touched many of the liberal politicians, who had been put on
the defensive about their past, but it had not necessarily touched the liberal
voters, and in 1960 Bowles was unique among politicians in that he refused
to adapt to contemporary pressures. To him, it was as if the Cold War had
never taken place. He was markedly untouched by it; he believed that the
problems America encountered were its own, what it did at home and in the
world, not what the Soviet Union did. He was, it seemed at the moment,
somewhat behind the times; a few long years later it would seem that he
had been ahead of them.

Chester Bowles’s origins were somewhat incongruous for such a good card-
carrying liberal. He was the classic New England Yankee, whose people
were almost all Republicans, and yet some of his friends thought that his
entire political career reflected his background, that he truly believed in the
idea of the Republic, with an expanded town-hall concept of politics, of
political leaders consulting with their constituency, hearing them out,
reasoning with them, coming to terms with them, government old-fashioned
and unmanipulative. Such governments truly had to reflect their
constituencies. It was his view not just of America, but of the whole world.
Bowles was fascinated by the political process in which people of various
countries expressed themselves politically instead of following orders
imposed by an imperious leadership. In a modern world where most
politicians tended to see the world divided in a death struggle between



Communism and free-world democracies, it was an old-fashioned view of
politics; it meant that Bowles was less likely to judge a country on whether
or not it was Communist, but on whether or not its government seemed to
reflect genuine indigenous feeling. (If he was critical of the Soviet
leadership, he was more sympathetic to Communist governments in the
underdeveloped world.) He was less impressed by the form of a
government than by his own impression of its sense of legitimacy.

Born in 1901, he was the grandson of a famed liberal editor of the
Springfield (Mass.) Republican, and the editorials that Samuel Bowles
wrote at the time of the Civil War had made a deep impression on him.
Even as a boy he was something of a maverick liberal in his family, and
when he was in his twenties his heroes were Norman Thomas and Robert
La Follette rather than the chosen Republican and Democratic presidential
candidates of the period. Although he went to Yale, he did not go to the
regular college, but to Yale’s engineering school at Sheffield, and this,
thought friends, accounted for a certain inferiority complex as far as his
own intellectual ability went. He was, in his own mind, virtually self-
educated. He was unsure of himself intellectually, and in contrast to the
crisp, sharp style of the Kennedy people, his manner would seem slow and
ponderous. (Uneasy in their presence, his insecurity showing, he tended to
become something of a caricature of himself, speaking too much and too
long as a means of trying to cover up his deficiencies.)

After college he worked briefly on the family newspaper, where he
proved too liberal. He almost went to China as a foreign service officer, and
at the last minute he turned to advertising. Eventually, with Bill Benton, he
opened up the firm of Benton & Bowles. They started in July 1929 with
very meager resources, but the Depression helped rather than hurt them.
The big companies, Bowles noted, were ready for a change, any change, in
the early days of the Depression, so the firm of Benton & Bowles
prospered. While he was still in his early thirties, Bowles became a self-
made millionaire, but an unusual one. He did not particularly value money
(indeed, he was ill at ease with it), he did not share the usual political ideas
of the rich, and he was extremely aware of the hardships with which most
Americans lived. Instead of hiring highly paid consultants and pollsters to



conduct market research, Bowles did his own canvassing, going from door
to door to hundreds of middle- and lower-class homes. That became a
crucial part of his education; his theoretical liberalism became reinforced by
what he learned about people’s lives during the Depression.

Advertising was not the real love of either partner in Benton & Bowles,
and both were anxious to get into other fields, preferably politics. Benton
went first, and Bowles soon followed. From then on his career was well
known, the classical, good liberal career. Liberal director of the Office of
Price Administration during World War 11, liberal and successful governor
of Connecticut a few years later. Liberal ambassador to India in the fifties,
eventually liberal congressman from Connecticut. His following among
liberals had continued to grow during this time, and by the end of the
decade he was something of a hero for two major reasons. First, because
more than most liberal politicians, his internationalism seemed to be a
reflection and an extension of his domestic political ideals. Second, and
perhaps even more important, at a time when so many liberals seemed to be
on the defensive about their past and had taken refuge in the new liberal
anti-Communism, Bowles had been particularly unflinching; he had never
changed from his original precepts or accommodated very much. That his
ideas seemed to be a little unfashionable did not bother him. He simply did
not take the Russian threat that seriously; he thought the real dangers in the
world were those of poverty and hunger. To many liberals he was a
comforting throwback to the Roosevelt era; he still stood for things that
they believed in but which had recently come under considerable attack.

It was, however, this very quality which would tend to hurt him with his
new allies, the Kennedy team. What the liberals liked about Bowles was his
predictability, which was precisely what the Kennedys came to dislike. The
liberals liked him because he kept saying the old enduring things that had
bound them together in the thirties; the Kennedy people did not like the old
slogans and ideas and wanted to get on with the more modern world. So in
their eyes he would become a curiously heavy figure, and knowing that he
was not as facile as they were, he became even more awkward. While they
were so obviously intellectual, he was more visceral in his instincts; while
they were all men of great and towering accomplishments and proud of



them, he was curiously ashamed of his own successes, of having made it as
an advertising man, of being a millionaire. He spoke in terms which were
not flashy and which plain people could understand, but which seemed out
of place in their new style. Even though he sensed the differences between
himself and the Kennedy team, he signed on—serious, ponderous Chester
Bowles, given to long answers to short questions, reeking of good
intentions and good thoughts, sermons really, among lean, swift young men
who thought it quite acceptable to have idealistic thoughts and dreams just
so long as you never admitted them.

The relationship never really worked, not from the start. Even in the best
of days, at the beginning, the suspicions which had separated them in the
past still remained. The differences in style were really differences in
substance, and there was no way of getting around it. Bowles had retained
his misgivings about Kennedy, more than he realized. This became clear in
April of 1960 in Wisconsin, and it was Wisconsin which began the decline
of Chester Bowles. This, the second primary, was a crucial test for Kennedy
on his way to the nomination. Kennedy’s liberal credentials were still
anything but assured; his only victory as the Wisconsin campaign began
was in friendly Catholic New Hampshire. Now he was running in the
Midwestern state which was a Humphrey stronghold, more Protestant than
Catholic, more tuned to Humphrey’s genial Midwestern liberalism. Here
Kennedy needed all the liberal support he could muster, and he needed
every liberal face to appear on his behalf. In his hour of need he turned to
his chief foreign policy adviser. Who balked. Bowles said that when he
joined forces, he had specifically ruled out campaigning against his old
friend Hubert Humphrey, so he could not go into Wisconsin against Hubert.
Robert and Jack Kennedy were appalled by this refusal, and the pressure
began to build. They prevailed upon Ted Sorensen, then considered a link to
the liberals, to be the persuader. It was terribly important, Sorensen argued,
Bowles must come to their aid; if he went in now and fought, many good
things would come his way. At first the warnings were gentlemanly, but as
time passed, as the heat of the campaign mounted—after all, one primary
defeat and it might all be over—the tone became harsher and more
demanding. If he did not comply, Sorensen said, there would be dire
consequences. Not only would the good things not happen, but bad things



might. If he was for them, he was for them, and that was the only thing they
understood. And as they became irritated, so too did Bowles; he felt he was
having his arm twisted. In a sense the Kennedys were right: he could, after
all, campaign for Jack without necessarily being anti-Humphrey. But
Bowles felt that although Kennedy might be the best way of beating Nixon,
there were old loyalties to Humphrey, and old suspicions: touches of liberal
anti-Catholicism remaining in him as well; any liberal governor of
Connecticut had had to struggle against the conservative political power of
the Church in the past. So Bowles refused to go in, and Harris Wofford, his
aide, replaced him in Wisconsin. The Kennedys would later decide, when
they cut up their spoils, that they were not that beholden to Bowles or to the
liberals who had not been there when they were needed. From then on the
balance changed, and as primary victory followed primary victory,
Bowles’s role and value diminished except as an occasional useful bit of
window dressing. He was made chairman of the party platform committee,
on which he worked relentlessly, though becoming increasingly aware as
the campaign progressed that he had less and less contact and influence
with the candidate. In July, at convention time, when he worked very hard
for a Kennedy-style platform, he discovered that among the people least
interested in the platform was his candidate. Indeed, even as Kennedy was
accepting the convention’s nomination, an act which should have gladdened
Bowles after this long, arduous uphill struggle, Bowles had a feeling that he
was far from the action and the decisions, that the link between him and his
candidate was weak and growing weaker.

He could not have been more right, for at that very moment Joseph P.
Kennedy, Sr., was having dinner in New York at the apartment of Henry
Luce, the publisher of magazines which had long specialized in the
tormenting of just such people as Chester Bowles and promoting such
archenemies as John Foster Dulles, leaving some people with the suspicion
that Dulles was Time magazine sprung to life (inspiring the liberal poet
Marya Mannes to write the short verse: “Foster Dulles/Henry Luce/GOP
Hypotenuse”). At the dinner Joe Kennedy gave his word to Luce that his
son, while a Democratic presidential nominee, was nonetheless reliable. Joe
Kennedy and Henry Luce were old friends in the best sense of many hands
scratching many backs, Luce having written an introduction to the first



book by Kennedy’s son Jack, a book entitled Why England Slept, while Joe
Kennedy, not to be outdone, had arranged to get Luce’s son Hank his first
job after college, as special assistant to the chairman of the Securities and
Exchange Commission—the chairman, of course, being Joseph P. Kennedy,
Sr.

What Luce and Kennedy were discussing was in effect what it would
take to neutralize Time and Life during the forthcoming campaign. It turned
into something of a heated discussion because Luce tried to divide the
issues between foreign and domestic affairs and implied that he would not
be upset by Jack Kennedy’s liberalism on domestic issues, and Joe Kennedy
took this personally. No son of mine is going to be a goddamn liberal,
Kennedy interjected. Now, now Joe, Luce answered, of course he’s got to
run as a liberal. A Democrat has to run left of center to get the vote in the
big northern cities, so don’t hold it against him if he’s left of center, because
we won’t. We know his problems and what he has to do. So we won’t fight
him there. But on foreign affairs, Luce continued, if he shows any sign of
weakness toward the anti-Communist cause—or, as Luce decided to put it
more positively—if he shows any weakness in defending the cause of the
free world, we’ll turn on him. There’s no chance of that, Joe Kennedy had
guaranteed; no son of mine is going to be soft on Communism. Well, if he
is, Luce answered, we’ll have to tear him apart.

Then they went back to watching the acceptance speech, and Kennedy,
the sire of a great political family, his own driving ambitions now close to
realization, thanked Luce for all he had done for the Kennedys in the past, a
gesture Luce accepted cordially at the time. Later, however, as the
campaign progressed, he would wonder if Time and Life were doing too
much for young Jack Kennedy—had they been too favorable, too straight in
their reporting? It was, he realized, a hard line to draw, and made more
difficult not so much by personal obligations to the Kennedy family, but by
the difficulty in finding real differences between the Nixon and the
Kennedy foreign policies. In fact, during the fall, when Life was geared up
to run a major editorial praising Nixon’s foreign policy, the editors, at
Luce’s suggestion, held off a week because Nixon had not made his stand
any noticeably more anti-Communist than Kennedy. Later, when the



election was over and the narrowness of Kennedy’s margin became clear,
Luce’s good Republican conscience would bother him: perhaps, if he had
been truer to his party, Nixon would be in the White House. But it did not
bother him so much that he turned down a chance to attend the Kennedy
inaugural ball, and sit, just by chance, in the box with the Joseph P.
Kennedys.

Which was far from where Chester Bowles sat that night. He sat with
some of his boys, that special group of talented young men which he
regularly seemed to discover and propel into public life, some of whom
(like Jim Thomson, Abe Chayes, Tom Hughes and Harris Wofford) would
do particularly well in the new Administration. That night he was with
Wofford, who was to be a White House Special Assistant for Civil Rights,
and Tom Hughes, who would become Director of Intelligence and Research
(INR) at the State Department. Hughes was one of the few genuine
intellectuals of the era, a funny, skeptical, almost cynical man who had
worked earlier for Bowles, then for Humphrey (who in 1959 was a hotter
political figure), and finding Humphrey a less interesting man, had returned
to Bowles. Wofford had been Bowles’s main link to the Kennedys, the man
who had worked hard to bring him into the Kennedy campaign. Replacing
Bowles during the Wisconsin primary, Wofford had said in Madison, a
hotbed of liberalism, “There is a Stevenson-Humphrey-Bowles view of the
world, and Jack Kennedy is the most likely man to carry it out.” Later,
when Kennedy was elected and his first two announcements were the
reappointment of the heads of both the FBI and the CIA, Hughes sent
Wofford a postcard saying: “I want you to know that I finally voted for your
StevensonHumphreyBowlesKennedyHooverAllen Dulles view of the world

»

For ever since he gained the nomination in Los Angeles, Kennedy had
changed: he did not need the liberals that much; they had nowhere else to
go. It was no longer Kennedy versus Humphrey or Stevenson; it was
Kennedy versus Nixon. He turned to face different doubts and different
suspicions. On the way to the nomination the question had been whether or
not he was sufficiently liberal; then it became a question of whether he was
sufficiently mature, tough and anti-Communist. He was facing a candidate



who had been catapulted into American life on the issue of anti-
Communism, and who had been the hatchet man against the Democrats in
previous campaigns on the issue of softness on Communism, to such a
degree that his superior, Dwight Eisenhower, was sometimes made uneasy
(not so uneasy as to make him stop; Eisenhower was not uneasy when that
rhetoric benefited Dwight Eisenhower, simply dubious whether a man who
depended upon it was worthy of succeeding him in that lofty office). No
doubt he would use that same issue once more against the Democrats,
should they show any small sign of weakness. So Kennedy moved toward
the right to reassure America that he was just as tough as Nixon, that he
wanted a firm foreign policy, that he cared as much for Quemoy and Matsu
as Nixon did, and in fact charging that the Eisenhower Administration was,
yes, soft on Cuba. Since Cuba was a Democratic issue in 1960, Lyndon
Johnson, working the South for Kennedy, said he knew what to do. First
he’d take that Castro fellow and wash him. (Cheers.) And then shave him.
(Cheers.) And then spank him. (Wild cheers.) And as Kennedy worked this
issue he moved away from the positions of his principal foreign policy
adviser and the Stevenson wing of the party, and the Stevenson imprimatur
became increasingly suspect inside the Kennedy camp after Los Angeles.
After the campaign was over, the Stevenson people were assigned to work
up a series of foreign policy papers. George W. Ball, a Chicago lawyer who
was originally a Stevenson man, had prepared them, and they were really
Ball papers, not Stevenson papers; nevertheless, Ball was so uneasy about
the Stevenson taint that he let a deputy take the papers to Palm Beach for
Kennedy’s perusal.

Bowles’s influence had diminished steadily during the campaign. Early
during the race the question had arisen of whether he should seek re-
election to his Connecticut congressional seat, and something of an
Alphonse-Gaston charade took place. Kennedy asked Bowles to run.
Bowles deferred, saying that if he was not going to serve out his full term it
would not be fair to the good voters of Connecticut’s Second Congressional
District, nor to his protégé William St. Onge, who wanted the seat. Then
Kennedy argued that if Bowles dropped out of the race, the Stevenson
supporters would think a deal had been made that Bowles was to be
Secretary of State; hence they would not work as hard for the cause. Bowles



then insisted that the Stevenson people were made of sterner stuff, and
pushed very hard for Kennedy’s permission not to run. Implicit in all this,
of course, was the idea that if Bowles did not run, the Administration was
committed to giving him something very high, perhaps even State. Kennedy
did not like to be crowded and he was uneasy with Bowles’s request, and he
did not give his approval to the Bowles withdrawal. Bowles, who did not
like the House of Representatives, dropped out of the race anyway. This
irritated Kennedy, who felt Bowles had gone around him, and whatever
chance Bowles had to be Secretary of State, which had never been great,
diminished appreciably.

The real problem of course was that the mix between the two was not
very good, either personally or professionally. Bowles spoke in long, quasi-
theological terms and the Kennedy people spoke in shorthand, almost a
code, the fewer words the better, for tartness and brevity showed that you
understood the code, were on the inside. Bowles spoke in terms of idealism,
of world opinion, of political morality, wearing his high hopes for mankind
right there on his sleeve, and the Kennedy people, if they thought that way
—and some did and some did not—thought the worst thing you could do
was confess openly to high idealism. Bowles, though wealthy, lacked the
aristocratic style one might find at the dinner party of an Alsop or a
Harriman, and at the Bowleses’ one was likely to find Indians, Africans,
American Negroes and others; in an Administration which placed great
emphasis on style and, ironically, would be remembered more for its style
than its achievements, there was a feeling that Bowles had the wrong style;
his wife, after all, was given to wearing Indian saris. All this was a problem,
and so too was the fact that his basic view of the world, which had
remained unchanged despite the pressures of the McCarthy years and the
Cold War, had given him an image of being fuzzy and woolly-headed, and
had made a convenient target for hard-liners in the press and in Congress.
Part of this was Bowles’s own fault; he was marvelous at long-range
thinking, at seeing the dangers inherent in policies, but he was a weak
infighter. He lacked an ability to dissemble, he had no instinct for the
jugular, he did not maneuver well at close hand. Thus, while Averell
Harriman might stand for the same policy as Bowles, Harriman was not a
good target; he was a vicious, almost joyous, brutal infighter, and anyone



who tangled with him would do so in the full knowledge that Harriman
would remember and strike back, and for a hard-line columnist like Joe
Alsop, who had more than a little of a bully in him, Bowles made a much
better target. His career in government thus was limited by the knowledge
of potential adversaries that they could strike at him and he would not strike
back.

Actually there was precious little chance for Bowles, anyway, for it was
one thing to use a liberal name to woo back the eggheads, but it was quite
another to reassure the financial establishment, and the Democratic party
was bitterly divided on questions of foreign policy, with two main chords
running through it. One followed a harder line on foreign affairs, with a
certain amount of cool acceptance of the New Deal issues. It was
exemplified in foreign policy by the traditionalists like Dean Acheson, who
had broken with Roosevelt in the New Deal over financial questions, whose
entourage included the Alsop brothers as columnists and, to a degree,
William Fulbright in the Senate. These men were committed to a view of
manifest U.S. destiny in the world, where America replaced the British
throughout the world as the guarantor of the existing order. It was a group
linked to the Eastern establishment, that nebulous yet very real
conglomerate of businessmen, lawyers and financiers who had largely been
determining American foreign policy in this century. They believed that the
great threat to the world was Communist, an enemy at once totalitarian,
antidemocratic and antibusiness, that the Communists must be stopped and
that the Communists understood only one thing, force. This group was
above all realistic. It understood power; it was, in a favorite word of the era,
hard-nosed. Some of its principal members had, for all their anti-
Communism, been badly burned during the McCarthy years and they would
never want to look soft again. The Cold War had not surprised them and
they had rallied gladly to its banner. This wing had called for greater
defense spending, and in the fifties and in general, the Democratic party
espoused that cause, with only Hubert Humphrey of its congressional
leaders speaking for disarmament. In fact, the Democratic party had been
more committed to military spending than the Republicans. It was the
Democrats who wanted a larger and larger defense establishment, and
although Kennedy was not one of the great leaders at the time, he had been



a part of it. (In 1960, at the start of the campaign, slightly worried about
Kennedy’s lack of credentials in this area, a young Kennedy staff member
named Deirdre Henderson had called one of the Defense intellectuals to
summon his help on the problem. Kennedy, she said, needed a weapon.
Everyone else had a weapon: Scoop Jackson had the Polaris, and Lyndon
had Space, and Symington had the B-52. What could they get for a weapon
for Kennedy? Well, said the young Defense intellectual, whose name was
Daniel Ellsberg, “What about the infantryman?”)

Former Secretary of State Acheson, the leader of this group, was uneasy
with the Dulles years, not because of Dulles’ bombast, but because Acheson
sensed weakness in Dulles. Acheson was afraid there was too little will to
sacrifice, to spend for military might. In the late fifties, when the
Democratic party’s Advisory Council met periodically to criticize the
Eisenhower policies, some of the liberals like Kenneth Galbraith, Arthur
Schlesinger and Bowles would later try and tone down the foreign policy
statements, which they had come to refer to as “Acheson’s declarations of
war.”

The second wing of the party had its roots in the Roosevelt era, and its
chief proponent was Eleanor Roosevelt. (The grande dame of the party had
retained her suspicions of Jack Kennedy despite his attempts to convince
her that he was committed to the same ideals. Shortly after his election he
made one last journey to see her at Hyde Park and found her once again
filled with suspicion. You don’t really trust me entirely, he said. No, that’s
right, she answered. “What can I do to ease your suspicions?” he asked.
“Make Adlai Secretary of State,” she answered. Later he left, shaking his
head and smiling, impressed by her for the first time: “She’s really tough,
isn’t she?””) During the fifties, this wing had found its principal spokesman
in Stevenson, with his elegant prose, his self-deprecating wit. It felt that the
United States must take more initiatives to end the arms race, that if
America did not recognize Red China it should at least begin to move
toward that goal, that nationalism was the new and most potent force in the
underdeveloped world, that the United States must support it even at the
expense of weakening ties with NATO allies, and finally that the greatest
threat in the world might prove to be not Communism, but the combination



of the arms race plus hunger and poverty in the Third World. To the
Acheson group, the members of this wing, particularly Stevenson, seemed
soft; they were do-gooders who did not understand power and force, who
were too quick to believe in the UN. Adlai became a ready target—he was
depicted as being too quick to talk and too slow to act; he was indecisive. In
the great drawing rooms of Georgetown such as the Harrimans’, they would
tell their Stevenson jokes (Stevenson about to give a speech and being told
that he would go on in five minutes, asking an aide, “Do I have time to go
to the bathroom?” Being assured that he did, then asking, “Do I want to go
to the bathroom?”). The Stevenson group was seen as too committed to
some vague idea of morality in world affairs and too committed to the
search for world opinion, willing to waste real relationships with solid
European nations in return for vague promises from untrustworthy little
wog nations that would probably vote against us in the UN, anyway.

In this party division Kennedy had managed very well to straddle the
factions. Since his own sense of style and presence was akin to the
Stevenson group’s, he had attracted some of its members, having made
speeches critical of French colonialism and French colonial wars, as well as
the U.S. policy supporting the French. By the same token, in 1959 he had
told Harris Wofford (knowing full well that this was exactly what moved
Wofford) that the most important thing about the coming election was to
change America’s foreign policy, to get away not just from the Dulles years
but from the equally inflexible views of Acheson, which were so dominant
within one section of the Democratic party; that we had to have new
policies on China and on the underdeveloped world; and that we had to get
away from the rigidity of the Cold War.

Kennedy’s speeches on Algeria and French colonialism had angered
Acheson and the French in approximately that order. Acheson subsequently
wrote a book called Power and Diplomacy, which cited the Kennedy
Algerian speech as a classic example of how not to make foreign policy,
“this impatient snapping of our fingers.” This was not the way to treat our
oldest ally, which was still smarting over the defeats of World War II and
which bore an inferiority complex. Acheson was obviously angered that a
United States senator should take the liberty of being critical of American



foreign policy, no matter how, as in this case, dubious and ill-conceived it
was; if nothing else, Acheson’s wrath was a reflection of how centrist that
policy was, and how little real criticism was permitted. Some of the
antipathy lingered on, with Acheson in 1960 telling a Washington luncheon
club that Kennedy was an “unformed young man” (a comment ironically
not particularly different from Mrs. Roosevelt’s), and with Acheson’s son-
in-law William P. Bundy, who often reflected the Achesonian viewpoint,
expressing his doubts about Kennedy’s toughness.

If Kennedy was not exactly in the Acheson group, there was nonetheless
an element of the hard-liner in him, as there was to almost everyone in
politics at that point; at best he was cool and cautious and not about to rush
ahead of events or the current political climate by calling for changes in the
almost glacierlike quality of the Cold War. He was the epitome of the
contemporary man in a cool, pragmatic age, more admiring of the old,
shrewd, almost cynical Establishment breed (he was quite capable of telling
John McCloy, another senior statesman of the Establishment, after trying to
get him to take a high post, that the trouble was that the younger breed
wasn’t as good, they lacked the guts and toughness of the McCloy
generation) than of the ponderous do-good types like Bowles, who talked
too much and might lose you countries (even in the business world
Bowles’s success by Establishment lights was judged dubious; he had made
millions, to be sure, but he had made them in advertising, which was not a
serious profession, was in fact a noisy, splashy profession given to arousing
people’s emotions rather than soothing them, a craft to be watched
circumspectly). So if Kennedy straddled the two positions, it was not
surprising—given the era, the Cold War still a major part of our life—that
in January 1960 when he announced his candidacy for the Presidency his
friend Joseph Alsop, the liberal hard-line columnist and journalistically a
purveyor of the Acheson line, watched him and said enthusiastically to Earl
Mazo, another reporter, “Isn’t he marvelous! A Stevenson with balls.”



Chapter Three

Kennedy had decided early on to be his own Secretary of State, a decision
which was much applauded, since he was obviously well read (followers of
newspapers and magazines were regularly apprised of what he and
Jacqueline were reading that week, and when Jacqueline, meeting Ian
Fleming, the British suspense writer, inquired if he was the Ian Fleming, the
latter’s position as a major culture figure was assured, doubly so because it
soon became apparent that the young President himself wanted to meet
Fleming); he had served on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
(largely thanks to Lyndon Johnson, who did not so much want to put
Kennedy on the committee as he wanted to keep Estes Kefauver off, and
needed someone with a party following in order to justify the exclusion of
Kefauver); and he was, in Washington terms, considered conversant with
the great problems of the world.

This confidence in his ability had not always existed; indeed, Kennedy
had not been a towering figure in Washington prior to his 1960 race, one
main reason being that since 1956 he had almost never been there, always
dashing out of town, meeting delegates, in preparation for the 1960
campaign. Lyndon Johnson was considered a more formidable force in
Washington, in part because he was highly visible, a definitive man of
Washington who reveled in the city, its intrigues, its power, whereas during
much of the late fifties Jack Kennedy was a figure darting into the airport,
sending an aide to the paperback-book counter to buy something for the
trip, preferably history. There was a great Trevor-Roper phase in 1958, an
aide remembered; one learned too little from fiction. But the 1960
campaign had changed his reputation in Washington. He had won the
nomination, and had been given the chance to run for the Presidency,



perhaps a more bully pulpit than the bully pulpit itself, Americans liking
competitions as much as the end results of them.

Sometime in the middle of the campaign he had hit his stride. Suddenly
there was a new confidence in his speeches, even the timbre of his voice
seemed to change. That harsh New England tone, which at first had jarred
others, seemed to soften a little at the very same time that the nation began
to find it distinctive and began to listen for it. He seemed to project a sense
of destiny for himself and for his nation; he knew where he as a politician
and we as a nation were going. Even Walter Lippmann sensed it, Lippmann,
who more than any other man determined critical Washington’s taste buds.
Lippmann influenced Reston, and Reston influenced the writing press and
the television commentators, who influenced the television reporters.
Lippmann began to hail this young man, who as no one since Franklin
Roosevelt had caught and stirred and held the imagination of the American
people. Day after day, columns in this vein appeared until finally, later in
the campaign, the other venerable columnist, Arthur Krock, stomped out of
his office, smoke belching from his cigar, saying, “Well, I may be getting
old, and I may be getting senile, but at least I don’t fall in love with young
boys like Walter Lippmann.” But Lippmann and the rest of the Washington
community had watched the 1960 campaign and had approved; the feel, the
texture of it was very good, and Richard Nixon had never been a particular
favorite of critical Washington, to say the least. In Kennedy they had found
a man worthy of the city, of the job, of the decade ahead. So when it
became clear that he wanted to be his own Secretary of State, Washington
did not dissent. This was a strong, well-educated, well-prepared young man.
The idea was appealing: a strong President towering over his Secretary of
State, whoever he might be. But to an extraordinary degree the very process
of that choice would mark what the Administration was, and what many of
its more basic attitudes and compromises were.

Whoever else the Secretary was, it would not be Adlai Ewing Stevenson,
a prophet with too much honor in his own party. Stevenson wanted the job,
wanted it almost too much. He had played a historic role for his party, twice
its presidential candidate, the first time running against impossible odds in
1952, at the height of the Korean War and McCarthyism, with the party



already decaying from the scandals of twenty years in power. Running
against the great hero of an era, Dwight Eisenhower, Stevenson had lost, of
course, but his voice had seemed special in that moment, a voice of
rationality and elegance. In the process of defeat he had helped salvage the
party, giving it a new vitality and bringing to its fold a whole new
generation of educated Americans, volunteers now in the political process,
some very professional amateurs who would be masterly used by the
Kennedys in 1960. If Jack and Robert Kennedy seemed to symbolize style
in politics, much of that was derived directly from Stevenson. He had, at
what should have been a particularly low point for the party, managed to
keep it vibrant and vital, and to involve a new kind of people in politics.
The sense of Kennedy gratitude for these offerings was limited; the
Kennedy brothers regarded him as indecisive and almost prissy, and
somewhat disingenuous in the way that he seemed to like to portray himself
being above politics and yet accepting the support of the Daley machine. It
was all right, they thought, to present an image as the citizen-leader rather
than the politician who made deals, but it was dangerous to believe it
yourself. The Kennedys regarded him as weak and lacking in toughness,
despite the fact that the races against great odds in 1952 and 1956 might
historically be viewed as acts of courage (similarly, Kennedy would regard
him as soft during the Cuban missile crisis, although Stevenson consistently
stood alone against an enormous onslaught of the hard-line detractors).
Stevenson, of course, had not named Jack Kennedy his running mate in
1956, but worse, he had opened the choice to the convention, which had
made him seem indecisive.

Yet for all this, there were many times in 1960 when he could have been
chosen Secretary of State. There were overtures, made largely through
Stevenson’s friends, letting him know that if he came aboard, State was his;
the Kennedys still respected him, knew he had a powerful hold over many
articulate elements in the party, and though the primaries were going well,
the nomination was not locked up by a long shot. Stevenson seemed crucial.
He might block them at Los Angeles, and the Kennedy people knew that
Lyndon Johnson was counting on Stevenson to stay alive and stay open to
the draft. Even as late as the day after the Oregon primary in May, the idea
of State was still open, and Kennedy himself, visiting with Stevenson in



Libertyville, Illinois, on his way back East from Portland, asked friends of
Stevenson’s if he should make the offer right then and there. The aides said
no, they thought it would offend the governor at that moment. The next day,
when Stevenson was apprised of the offer, he seemed more reluctant than
ever to join the team; the previous day’s meeting had not gone well. If the
Kennedys thought him weak and indecisive, he in turn thought them
arrogant and aggressive (“That young man,” he would tell friends of Jack
Kennedy’s, “he never says please, he never says thank you, he never asks
for things, he demands them”). Yet the offer stayed open through Los
Angeles, though it closed there; the Kennedys found they could do without
him, and his due bills evaporated overnight. As for Stevenson, though he
desperately wanted to be Secretary of State, he could not make the deal, in
part because he thought it wrong to barter an office of this import, but also
because he still dreamed the impossible dream. He still wanted the
Presidency himself and could not shed that haunting dream, which for
several hours at Los Angeles threatened once more to come to life.

Even though he had not played their game, he was hoping, long after the
convention was over, that he would get State; he believed himself best
qualified. So when Kennedy offered him the post as Ambassador to the
United Nations, Stevenson was appalled. He would not take it, he said
privately, it was an insult, he had had that job before. “What will you do if
you don’t come aboard?” an old friend asked him. “I’ll do what I’ve been
doing all along,” he answered. “And have your speeches printed on page
forty-seven of the New York Times?” the friend said.

Kennedy, who was annoyed by Stevenson’s refusal to accept the offer
immediately, and who had decided upon Rusk as Secretary, asked Rusk to
call Stevenson. Kennedy took no small amount of pleasure in recounting to
friends how Rusk had hooked Stevenson. “Adlai,” Rusk had said, “the
President has asked me to take this job and it is a sacrifice, but I have given
it careful consideration, despite the element of sacrifice, and I have decided
I cannot refuse. I cannot say no. I feel all of us have a loyalty greater than
our own interests. I’'m going to be a soldier. I think this is necessary. We
need you, the country needs you. I hope you will serve as he has asked you



to serve.” In retelling the story to friends, Kennedy would chuckle and say,
“I think old Adlai was really impressed.”

There was an aura of thinly veiled contempt toward Stevenson at the
White House; he was someone to take Jackie to the theater. It was all a
humiliating experience. During the Cuban missile crisis, when Stewart
Alsop and Charles Bartlett, both good friends of the President’s and
disciples of Acheson’s, wrote a semiofficial account of the events, they
quoted one high official as saying that Stevenson wanted a Munich. The
article was published in the Saturday Evening Post and there was a great
storm over those particular quotes; most Washington insiders suspected
McGeorge Bundy, the sharp, caustic Bundy who had so frequently been
critical of Stevenson. Only later, after the death of Kennedy and the end of
the Saturday Evening Post, did one of the editors admit that the statements
had come from Kennedy himself and that he had insisted that they be
published. He had, however, been careful to ask the authors to exclude a
part which showed Ted Sorensen being potentially soft; Kennedy would
take care of his own, and Stevenson was not his own. (It was not surprising
that in early 1964, when Stevenson showed up in Washington and had lunch
with an old friend, he began to praise Lyndon Johnson extravagantly. “We
have a great President now,” he said. The friend was somewhat surprised,
since the Stevenson-Johnson friendship had never been that close, but as
Stevenson described his meeting with the President, it soon became clear
why he was so enthusiastic: as soon as he had walked into Johnson’s office,
the latter had risen, pointed to his chair and said, “Governor, by all rights
you should be sitting in this chair and in this office.”)

But Kennedy wanted to be his own Secretary of State, and above all he
did not want a Secretary who already had a constituency worthy of a
President, rather he wanted Stevenson’s constituency, both here and abroad.
Kennedy knew that he could not really perform as a President until he had
taken Stevenson’s people away from him. This he proceeded to do with
stunning quickness, depending more on style and grace than policies;
nonetheless, when Stevenson died in 1965, a year and a half after Kennedy,
he seemed a forlorn and forgotten figure, humiliated by his final years; his
people mourned the loss of Kennedy more than of Stevenson. It would only



be later, as the full tragedy of the Vietnam war unfolded and a Stevenson
disciple named Eugene McCarthy challenged Johnson, as humanist values
seemed to be resurgent and regenerative against the rationalist values, and
the liberal community looked back to see where it had gone wrong, that
Stevenson would regain his constituency. Posthumously.

So it would not be Bowles or Stevenson. Nor J. William Fulbright, whom
Kennedy had worked with on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.
Fulbright impressed him—the intelligence, the range, the respect he
commanded on the Hill as the resident intellectual. Kennedy was not as
close to Fulbright as he was to Mike Mansfield or even Humphrey, but they
had worked well together, even though Kennedy had not been the most
diligent member of the committee. He was often absent, and on the rare
occasions when he was present, he seemed to spend much of his time
autographing photos of himself which were to be sent out to fervent young
admirers. To Fulbright’s credit was the fact that his constituency was the
Hill rather than the New York intellectual world, so that his coming aboard
would be an asset rather than a liability, as in the case of Stevenson. But
Fulbright was not without his critics; the Acheson group now regarded him
with some suspicion. (Fulbright was unfortunately something of a
dilettante, Acheson had told Kennedy at a tea in late November 1960, given
to making speeches calling for bold, brave new ideas, and yet always
lacking in bold, brave new ideas.) He was not an entirely serious man.
Besides, there was the problem of his position; he was chairman of the
committee, and thus could do Kennedy and his policies a great deal of good
sitting right where he was.

Yet, for all this, Kennedy was inclined toward him. He was anxious to
have a Democratic Secretary of State, and Fulbright seemed to be the ablest
man around. His problem, finally, was similar to that of Bowles: he made
too many speeches, had too many public positions and eventually too many
enemies. He had signed the Southern Manifesto, an antidesegregation
statement by Southern congressmen, he had voted against civil rights bills
(indeed, elevating him to State would open a seat in Arkansas, and wasn’t
Orval Faubus, the man who had become nationally known with his defiance
at Little Rock, the likely candidate for his seat? Would a new



Administration want that on its hands?). He had made speeches which the
Jews, well organized, vocal, influential, regarded as suspiciously pro-Arab.
In fact, when Harris Wofford, who was a liaison man with liberal groups
during the talent-search period, heard that it might be Fulbright, he got on
the phone and called Negro and Jewish groups imploring them to send
telegrams criticizing Fulbright. Their wires made a profound impression on
Robert Kennedy, who was already uneasy about how the underdeveloped
world would regard a new Administration with a Secretary of State from
Arkansas. Thus was Bill Fulbright vetoed by the left as Bowles had been
from the right. (Later, when Fulbright visited Palm Beach, Joe Kennedy
took him aside and said it was a great shame about his not becoming
Secretary of State, but the NAACP, the Zionists and the liberals had all
screamed bloody murder about the appointment. The senior Kennedy
decided that a man with enemies like that could not be all bad, and when
Fulbright returned to Washington he found a case of Scotch waiting for
him, a gift of the ambassador.) Six years later, when there were several
hundred thousand Americans in Vietnam, and Fulbright had become the
Good Fulbright, he was at a cocktail party where he ran into Joe Rauh, the
ADA man who had opposed his nomination as Secretary of State and had
helped muster lobby groups against him. “Joe,” asked Fulbright, “do you
admit now that I was right on my stand on civil rights so that I could stay up
here and do this?” Rauh, somewhat stunned by the statement, could only
mumble that it was an unanswerable proposition, “to do wrong in order to
do right.”

Nor would it be McGeorge Bundy. Walter Lippmann and others were
pushing him very hard for high jobs, perhaps not State but something good,
and Kennedy, listening to their recommendations, had thought, well, if he
was that good, why not State itself? Kennedy liked Bundy and had been
impressed by Bundy’s willingness to criticize the appointment of Lewis
Strauss by Eisenhower, the kind of unpredictable response that Kennedy
particularly valued. Bundy’s credentials were impeccable; he had support
from the intellectual community, if not by dint of articles or books, at least
by virtue of standing. He had taken no wrong positions, he was not soft, and



though he was a Republican, even this could be dealt with. For a time
Kennedy considered him for State, and flying down to Palm Beach right
after John, Jr., was born, he told a group of trusted reporters that State was
still a problem. He didn’t know what he was going to do, but he wished he
could make Bundy Secretary of State; Bundy was now his personal choice.
“Why can’t you?” asked Sander Vanocur, one of the pool reporters.
“Because he’s too young. It’s bad enough that I’'m that young, but if there’s
a Secretary of State that young it’ll be too much. Besides, he’s a Republican
and Adlai will never serve under him.” Which was true. Stevenson might
bury his disappointment about not getting State and might serve in the
Department, but he had demanded at least some say in the choice of his
boss. (It was typical of the political subtleties of the selection process that
before Kennedy decided on who his Secretary would be, he had decided on
who it would not be, and had already chosen some of the key assistants at
State, as well as Stevenson for the UN, Soapy Williams for Africa,
Harriman as ambassador-at-large. It was as if, knowing that it would not go
to a real party enthusiast, he had balanced it by giving lower-echelon jobs to
major party figures.) So Stevenson, unable to attain what he wanted, had
retained, if nothing else, something of a veto power. This he used against
McGeorge Bundy, brilliant intellectual, great liberal, who had voted for
Tom Dewey over Harry Truman, and twice for Dwight Eisenhower over
Adlai Stevenson. If there were limits to Bundy’s liberalism, there were also
limits to Stevenson’s tolerance.

Nor, finally, David K. E. Bruce—rich, patrician, the classic diplomat,
smooth, intelligent, his assets including a very wealthy wife. He had
haunted the great chambers of Europe for two decades, a man with a great
sense of where power was and how to deal with it, the proper ambassador,
the very American model of the British diplomat. He was well connected in
the Democratic party hierarchy, in part because of many generous past
contributions. Against Bruce was his age, sixty-two, which made him
almost twenty years older than the President he would serve. There was a
feeling that he would not be good going up on the Hill, that this was not a
role he would enjoy. Nor was he helped by his own close ties with
Stevenson; Kennedy had heard that Bruce’s wife had burst into tears when
Kennedy had been nominated at Los Angeles. Yet if there was no great



enthusiasm for David Bruce, there were at least few objections, and at one
time it hung in the balance: a little passion for Bruce on the part of one or
two people around Kennedy, and the job might have been his.

What it came down to was a search not for the most talent, the greatest
brilliance, but for the fewest black marks, the fewest objections. The man
who had made the fewest enemies in an era when forceful men espousing
good causes had made many enemies: the Kennedys were looking for
someone who made very small waves. They were looking for a man to fill
the most important Cabinet post, a job requiring infinite qualities of
intelligence, wisdom and sophistication, a knowledge of both this country
and the world, and they were going at it as presidential candidates had often
filled that other most crucial post, the Vice-Presidency, by choosing
someone who had offended the fewest people. Everybody’s number-two
choice. Thus their choice would be determined by neither talent nor
brilliance, but to a degree by mediocrity. It was a sign of the extent to which
the power of the Presidency had grown that this was applauded in many
quarters. That the man they turned to was virtually unknown was revealing
in itself, for if he had really done anything significant in his career, then he
would have a record, for better or for worse.

Dean Rusk. He was everybody’s number two.

At the height of the selection process, Kennedy had turned to Bowles and
said, “If you were Secretary of State, what kind of organization would you
set up?” Bowles, who was on the board of the Rockefeller Foundation,
being the Foundation’s opening to the left, had answered that he would
begin by naming Dean Rusk Undersecretary. “Dean Rusk?” Kennedy said.
“Isn’t he the head of the Rockefeller Foundation?”

Everyone spoke well of him. Good qualities. Hard-working. Patient.
Balanced. Steady. A good diplomat. Lovett admired him. Acheson, the
Secretary of State emeritus, put in a strong word: Rusk had been loyal and
reliable. Fulbright spoke well of him, a fellow Southerner and a fellow



Rhodes scholar. He also got support from Paul Nitze, another Establishment
figure who was much honored within the group and rarely seen outside it.
(Nitze was the real Acheson candidate for Secretary of State, but eventually
he went to Defense as Assistant Secretary for International Security Affairs,
where his deputy would be Bill Bundy, Acheson’s son-in-law.) Everyone
spoke well of Rusk, even the old Dulles people, for Dean Rusk left few men
with a bad impression. He was always courteous, hard-working and
thoughtful. Only one person, McGeorge Bundy, was strongly opposed to
Rusk. They had met several times when Bundy was the dean of Harvard
and Rusk ran the Rockefeller Foundation and held the purse strings. Bundy
did not like Rusk (the Rusks of the world do not, except under extreme
provocation, permit themselves the luxury of liking or disliking; God did
not create public servants for the purposes of liking or disliking) and had
decided that there was something missing. Bundy was an elitist, flashing
out his prejudices, partial to first-rate people, to a considerable degree a
Semitophile because he believed Jews were bright, and like himself,
combative, his mind drawn to combat with other first-rate minds but
intolerant of second-rate minds, and sensing in Rusk something second-rate.
Kennedy’s future adviser on national security affairs cast a vote against
Rusk, but it was not that important, anyway, since he would be working in
the White House and not at State.

And so Dean Rusk slowly sidled into the prime position. Rusk was a
quiet man of enormous self-control, his ambition carefully masked. It did
not flash naked for all to see like a Bundy’s or McNamara’s, but it was there
nonetheless. He had campaigned for the job cautiously and consciously in
his own veiled way; through the Establishment’s channels he had sent up a
few cautious signals to acknowledge that he was, well, available. He had
taken Bowles aside so that Bowles could tell the Kennedys that Rusk had
been working for them up there in Scarsdale. Though he was not known for
his published work, he had published an article, a rare act indeed, in
Foreign Affairs, the official journal of the Council on Foreign Relations,
which was not given to turning down articles by heads of major
foundations. The article, which was not entirely by chance published in the
spring of 1960, dealt with the role of the Secretary of State. It called for the
President to make a lot of decisions in foreign affairs and for the Secretary



to travel less (no Secretary would travel as widely as Rusk). Similarly, Rusk
had, just by chance, a willing citizen duly concerned, written a letter to the
President-elect, dated November 22, 1960, on the subject of the electoral
college, which also said that the President should work to heal racial scars
(“As a Georgia-born citizen who believes that the Supreme Court decision
on integration was long overdue . . .” the letter began). No Southern
Manifesto for Dean Rusk, no Orval Faubus to take his place at the
Foundation. Indeed, there seemed to be a mild element of lobbying, for on
the same day that Rusk’s letter on the South and the electoral college
arrived, the prominent Harvard government professor William Yandell
Elliott (who, like Rusk, had close ties to the past Republican
Administration) weighed in with a letter recommending Rusk: “But I hope
he [the President] will not neglect the possibility that Dean Rusk could be
attracted from his important duties at the Rockefeller Foundation to the post
that may be the most critical for the success not only of the next President
but of the American nation in confronting the world we presently live in . . .
Dean combines a thorough knowledge of not only the military, but of
political strategy . ..”

Thus the coming of Dean Rusk. One pictures the process. The
Establishment peers sit around and ponder who its candidates should be.
Slowly varying possibilities are checked off. Most of the best-known are
too old. The young President seems to want a Democrat and that eliminates
a good many other names. And finally the name that comes to the fore is
Dean Rusk, a man who is nominally a Democrat (he holds his job at the
Foundation not so much through the courtesy of the Rockefellers as through
John Foster Dulles, who got it for him). Knows the military, knows strategy,
plays the game. So, quietly, the campaign for Rusk was put together and his
qualifications tallied: not too young, not too old; a Democrat, but not too
much of one; a Southerner but not too much so; an intellectual, but not too
much so; worked on China, but no problems on that—in fact, good marks
from the Luce people, who watch the China thing carefully. The acceptable
man.

The Kennedy investigation into Rusk was marginal. There were a few
phone calls, one from Richard Goodwin, a bright young man on the White



House staff, to a reporter who had served in the China-Burma-India theater,
a vast area which had contained the then Colonel Rusk. What about Rusk?
Well, he was considered a good guy out there, not making enemies with the
British like Stilwell, soothing tempers when Stilwell ruffled them, but he
disapproved of the way the British treated the wogs. And he had a slight
reputation as a ladies’ man. “Great,” said the New Frontiersman, “Kennedy
will love that.” The first and last hint of Dean Rusk the swinger. “What
about the China thing,” Goodwin asked, “was he involved in any of that?”
“They never laid a glove on him,” answered the reporter, which delighted
Goodwin, though later, in a very different era, he would note upon
reflection that this should have been a tip-off, the fact that Rusk could have
lived through those years and not be touched by the great events. An
enigmatic figure before entering the government, he was an enigmatic
figure during it (not surprisingly, the best article ever to appear about him
was written late in his second term, by Milton Viorst in Esquire under the
title “Incidentally, Who Is Dean Rusk?”). Luckily for Rusk, the Kennedy
people did not check all of Rusk’s speeches made when he was Assistant
Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs in 1950, for that might have jarred
them slightly. There was one which, even given the temper of that
particularly rigid time, was a horror, the blood virtually dripping off the
teeth of the Chinese-Russian aggressor. It was a speech which might have
made the cool Kennedy wince, an affront to his distaste for zealotry.

By chance, Rusk happened to be with Bowles at a Rockefeller
Foundation meeting in Williamsburg when he got his first call from
Kennedy.

“What do you think he wants to talk to me about?” he asked Bowles in a
note.

“He’s going to ask you to become Secretary of State,” Bowles wrote in
answer.

Rusk met with Kennedy the next day and later phoned Bowles.

“How did it go?” asked Bowles.



“Forget it,” said Rusk. “We couldn’t communicate. If the idea of my
being Secretary of State ever entered his mind, it’s dead now. We couldn’t
talk to each other. It’s all over.”

“I doubt it,” said Bowles.
They were both right.

After Rusk had been offered the post as Secretary of State, he retained
one doubt about accepting, which was financial. Unlike most good
Establishment candidates, he had no resources of his own, neither by
inheritance nor by dint of working in a great law firm for six figures a year.
(This was a recurrent theme, the financial burden caused by serving in
government, and some men, like McNamara’s deputy, Roswell Gilpatric,
though not lacking in resources from their New York firms, had to put a
sharp limit on the amount of time they spent in Washington in each tour. In
Gilpatric’s case the problem was the enormity of alimony caused by two
previous marriages.) Rusk, who had just bought a new house in Riverdale,
mentioned this problem to Averell Harriman, and while it was not a
situation which Harriman had ever faced personally, he enjoined Rusk not
to worry. “For God’s sake, man, when you leave State you’ll be
overwhelmed with offers, you’ll be rich,” he said. But Lovett was aware of
the financial problem, of Rusk’s limited resources, and he moved quickly to
bolster Rusk’s position. Rusk, he said, was entitled to some termination
allowance in view of accrued pension rights which he would abandon by
leaving the Foundation. A very generous settlement was made, and sped by
both the Establishment’s connections and resources, Rusk left for
Washington.

On being told that Chester Bowles would be his Undersecretary, Rusk
had said again and again how pleased he was with the news. They would,
he said, have a Marshall-Lovett relationship—Rusk as the Old Man,
Bowles as Bob Lovett. It was an odd idea, for although there were a lot of
things in this world that Chester Bowles was guilty of, few would accuse
him of being in style, thought or outlook like Bob Lovett. Not surprisingly,
the Rusk-Bowles relationship never became a reality, since Rusk worked



under a President with whom he could not communicate, and above an
Undersecretary who made the President uneasy; none of the three was on
the same wavelength as the others. When Rusk and Bowles did
communicate it was not always happily (when Bowles returned from
Southeast Asia in 1962 and suggested the neutralization of Vietnam, Rusk
turned to him, quite surprised, and said, “You realize, of course, you’re
spouting the Communist line”). It ended very badly, with Bowles being
driven from the Department with no small amount of humiliation involved,
after one attempt to fire him failed and after Bowles staved off another
himself, much to the annoyance of Joseph Alsop, one of his headhunters. In
his column, Alsop said that this proved that Bowles was a eunuch, since he
did not know when he was fired. The second attempt to fire him, in the
reorganization of the State Department late in 1961 which subsequently
became known as the “Thanksgiving Day Massacre,” was a bit more
successful, though just as messy, Rusk telling Bowles that he hated to do it,
but that Kennedy was behind it, and Kennedy telling Bowles he hated to do
it, but Rusk was behind it. Bowles was shifted to a meaningless post at the
White House and eventually to his second tour as ambassador to India, an
ideal place in the eyes of the Kennedys, since he could listen to the Indians
and they to him. He served once again with distinction, and when he retired
in 1969 a small group of old friends and enemies gathered at the State
Department to bid him farewell. The last toast was proposed by Dean Rusk,
in a speech of extraordinary grace in which he talked about Bowles’s
constant, relentless youth, the freshness of his mind, and the fact that he had
more ideas in a day than most people have in a year.

The Kennedy years, which were so glittering for everyone else, were a
time of considerable pain for Rusk; more than any other senior official he
was not on the Kennedy wavelength. There was no intimacy; the President
never called him by his first name as he did the other senior officials. The
Washington rumormongers, who sensed these nuances with their own
special radar, soon turned on him. They claimed that Rusk would go, a
rumor mill fed by Kennedy’s own private remarks reflecting doubt upon the
Secretary. Even today the photographs of that era bear testimony to the
incompatibility: the Kennedy people standing at attention waiting for some
foreign visitors, all young and flashy, and Rusk—surprisingly tall—and his



wife, both dowdy and older and more tired, looking like the representatives
of a previous Administration, or perhaps simply the chaperons at the party.
Rusk’s own description of himself, voiced not without some pride, was that
he looked like the neighborhood bartender. He knew that Georgetown cut
him up, that he did not fit in, and occasionally, when he was relaxed and far
from Washington on a trip, a fierce populism would surface against the
silky world of Georgetown, the columnists and the writers and the lovely
women who did not know the difference between the editorial page and the
society page and all of these people who made their living destroying a
man’s reputation. There was other, subtler evidence too: Jackie Kennedy’s
intimate, graceful letter to Ros Gilpatric, thanking him for a book of
beautiful poems and mocking the idea that a gift of such rare sensitivity
might have come from “Antonio Celebrezze or Dean Rusk.”

The Kennedy-Rusk relationship failed on more serious levels. Rusk, who
always did things through channels and by the book, was never able to
adjust to the freewheeling, deliberately disorganized Kennedy system, and
was more formal in his view of the world than Kennedy. In almost every
sense the relationship was exactly what Lovett had warned Kennedy that it
should not be. Years later, as the war progressed and Rusk seemed to many
of the Kennedy people a symbolic figure, a betrayer of the Kennedy dream,
he would be attacked by the very people who had praised the brilliance of
the Kennedy selection process. There could be no one to blame but the
President himself, and those who had applauded the idea of the weak
Secretary of State had gotten what they wanted and deserved. Those years
would show, in the American system, how when a question of the use of
force arose in government, the advocates of force were always better
organized, seemed more numerous and seemed to have both logic and fear
on their side, and that in fending them off in his own government, a
President would need all the help he possibly could get, not the least of
which should be a powerful Secretary of State.

Thus had the liberals lost the important job in the Administration, though
of course they could never admit this. Rather, the main literature of the era
was liberal (Schlesinger, Sorensen), and in it there is no note of how
Kennedy manipulated the liberals and moved for the center, partly because



of a reluctance to admit that it happened, a desire to see the Kennedy
Administration as they would have it, and partly to claim Kennedy for
history as liberal. Curiously, the closest thing to an admission for the
liberals of the era can be found in a novel by John Kenneth Galbraith called
The Triumph, in which, describing Worth Campbell, a character based on
Dean Rusk, Galbraith wrote:

And when the Democrats returned, his old friends mentioned him as a man who should be used.
He could serve a function but little understood in liberal administrations. These administrations
need liberals for domestic tasks—not even a moderate conservative can be Secretary of Labor or
of Health, Education and Welfare. But for foreign policy it is essential to have men who inspire
confidence. This liberals do not do. Unless immediately on taking office they allay suspicion by
taking an exceptionally strong stand in the Cold War, they will be suspected of a tendency,
however subjective, towards appeasement of the Communists. The smallest gesture of conciliation
will confirm this mistrust. Accordingly liberal administrations must place conservatives in charge
of foreign policy or best of all, nonpolitical experts. Thus their need for men like Worth Campbell .



Chapter Four

It was a glittering time. They literally swept into office, ready, moving,
generating their style, their confidence—they were going to get America
moving again. There was a sense that these were brilliant men, men of
force, not cruel, not harsh, but men who acted rather than waited. There was
no time to wait, history did not permit that luxury; if we waited it would all
be past us. Everyone was going to Washington, and the word went out
quickly around the Eastern seacoast, at the universities and in the political
clubs, that the best men were going to Washington. Things were going to be
done and it was going to be great fun; the challenge awaited and these men
did not doubt their capacity to answer that challenge. Even the campaign
quote of Jack Kennedy seemed to keynote it. He had used it again and
again, moving swiftly through small towns in the New Hampshire winter,
closing each speech with the quote from Robert Frost: “. . . But I have
promises to keep,/And miles to go before I sleep,/And miles to go before I
sleep.” History summoned them, it summoned us: there was little time to
lose.

We seemed about to enter an Olympian age in this country, brains and
intellect harnessed to great force, the better to define a common good.
Robert Frost, who had occasionally dropped by the Eisenhower White
House to complain about the lack of leadership, sensed it. At the inaugural
he said that a great new Augustan age was upon us, though he also
challenged the new President to be more Irish than Harvard (not realizing
that Harvard would produce a fine new breed of aggressive policy makers).
It seems long ago now, that excitement which swept through the country, or
at least the intellectual reaches of it, that feeling that America was going to
change, that the government had been handed down from the tired, flabby



chamber-of-commerce mentality of the Eisenhower years to the best and
brightest of a generation.

The Eisenhower stock could not have been lower; the country, which had
taken reassurance from him at the beginning and relaxed in his easy
presence, and which after the Korean War tensions had been ready for a
father figure, was now restless. In Eisenhower’s last year in office, James
Reston wrote a column in the Times which reflected the disappointment
with Ike. Interviewing his friend Uniquack, Reston asked, “Who’s going to
win the election?” Uniquack answered that Kennedy would win because
“every President in this century has a double letter in his name. William
McKinley—two I’s in William, Theodore Roosevelt—two o’s. Then there
were Woodrow Wilson, Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, Herbert Hoover,
Franklin Roosevelt, and of course, Harry.”

“What about Eisenhower? Wasn’t he President?”
Uniquack: “We must await the judgment of history on that.”

Golf had long symbolized the Eisenhower years—played by soft, boring
men with ample waistlines who went around rich men’s country-club
courses in the company of wealthy businessmen and were tended by white-
haired, dutiful Negroes. (Although almost everything John Kennedy did,
thought, read, believed, liked was described and examined in minute detail
by the public, one thing which was little known and deliberately obscured
about the new President was that he was an excellent golfer, a far better
player than the outgoing General.)

In contrast, the new men were tough—“hard-nosed realists” was a phrase
often used to define them, a description they themselves had selected. They
had good war records; they were fond of pointing out that they were the
generation which had fought the war, that they had been the company
commanders, had borne the brunt of the war and lost their comrades. This
gave them special preparation for the job ahead, it was the company
commanders replacing the generals, and even here was seen virtue.
Actually, most of it was a myth. It was Walt W. Rostow, Bundy’s deputy,



who had made this point, and typically, he had not been a company
commander—he had picked bombing targets in Europe. While there were
men in the Kennedy Administration who had been company commanders,
they had little power in foreign policy. Rusk had been in the service but had
been a staff colonel; Robert McNamara had been a semi-civilian doing
statistics in the War Department; McGeorge Bundy had been an aide to a
family friend who was an admiral; John McCone, head of the CIA, had
made millions in shipbuilding (of the top people in national security, only
the President had a distinguished war record). But their image was of
virility; they played squash and handball to stay in shape, wrote books and
won prizes (even the President had won a Pulitzer prize), climbed
mountains to clear their minds. Many of them read poetry and some were
said to be able to quote it.

Day after day we read about them, each new man more brilliant than the
last. They were not just an all-star first team, but an all-star second team as
well. There were counts kept on how many Rhodes scholars there were in
the Administration, how many books by members of the new
Administration (even the Postmaster, J. Edward Day, had written a novel,
albeit a bad one). There was a sense of involvement even for those who
were not a part of the excitement; the social columns of the major
newspapers were closely read to find out who went to which cocktail and
dinner party. We soon found out, however, that they did not go to many
cocktail parties. They didn’t have time for that, for the idle chitchat. There
were too many outsiders; they preferred, instead, dinner parties among their
own, drinking a limited amount of good wine instead of too much hard
liquor. The bright, quick repartee was reported, who had said what to
whom.

The President himself was of course the object of the greatest fascination,
and we craved details on what he read, what he ate, where he and Jackie
went; all of that was news, and started, or ended, trends. It caused James
MacGregor Burns to write with some irritation:



He is not only the handsomest, the best dressed, the most articulate, and graceful as a gazelle.
He is omniscient; he swallows and digests whole books in minutes; his eye seizes instantly on the
crucial point of a long memorandum; he confounds experts with superior knowledge of their field.
He is omnipresent; no sleepy staff member can be sure that he will not telephone—or pop in; every
hostess at a party can hope that he will. He is omnipotent; he personally bosses and spurs the
whole shop; he has no need of Ike’s staff apparatus; he is more than a lion, more than a fox. He’s
Superman!

McNamara, Bundy (who had been too powerful for Pusey at Harvard),
Rostow, Arthur Schlesinger, Sargent Shriver. Did they need a Texan?
Everyone who met Bill Moyers came away impressed—a Kennedy-style
Texan, with perhaps too much of the Bible in him, but that would change. A
general? They had Maxwell Taylor, a good general, soldier-statesman, an
intellectual who read books avidly and had even written one. They said he
had resigned in the Eisenhower years in protest against the archaic defense
policies, but they were wrong—he had not resigned, he had retired after
serving the full four years, and then he had written his book. But the book
was so critical that it seemed as if he had resigned—a small but very
important difference which went unnoticed at the time. Still, he was their
general; if Harvard produced generals it would have produced Max Taylor.

It was an extraordinary confluence of time and men, and many people in
the know quoted Lyndon Johnson’s reaction to them at the first Cabinet
meeting. He, the outsider, like us, looked at them with a certain awe, which
was no wonder, since they had forgotten to invite him to the meeting, and
only at the last minute, when the others were arriving, did someone
remember the Vice-President and a desperate telephone search went on to
find him. They were all so glamorous and bright that it was hard to tell who
was the most brilliant, but the one who impressed him the most was “the
fellow from Ford with the Stacomb on his hair.” The fellow from Ford with
the Stacomb on his hair! A terrific line, because it once again delineated
Johnson, who, Vice-President or no, seemed more a part of the Eisenhower
era than this one. What was not so widely quoted in Washington (which was
a shame because it was a far more prophetic comment) was the reaction of
Lyndon’s great friend Sam Rayburn to Johnson’s enthusiasm about the new
men. Stunned by their glamour and intellect, he had rushed back to tell



Rayburn, his great and crafty mentor, about them, about how brilliant each
was, that fellow Bundy from Harvard, Rusk from Rockefeller, McNamara
from Ford. On he went, naming them all. “Well, Lyndon, you may be right
and they may be every bit as intelligent as you say,” said Rayburn, “but I"d
feel a whole lot better about them if just one of them had run for sheriff
once.”

So they carried with them an exciting sense of American elitism, a sense
that the best men had been summoned forth from the country to harness this
dream to a new American nationalism, bringing a new, strong, dynamic
spirit to our historic role in world affairs, not necessarily to bring the
American dream to reality here at home, but to bring it to reality elsewhere
in the world. It was heady stuff, defining the American dream and giving it
a new sense of purpose, taking American life, which had grown too
materialistic and complacent, and giving it a new and grander mission.
(That special hubris about the American age remained with some of the
Kennedy people long after it had all gone sour and indeed come apart. In
1968, when the horror of the war and Gene McCarthy’s success in New
Hampshire had finally driven Robert Kennedy from his role of Hamlet to
announcing that he would become a candidate, Theodore Sorensen wrote
for his announcement speech: “At stake is not simply the leadership of our
party, and even our own country, it is our right to the moral leadership of
this planet.” The sentence absolutely appalled all the younger Robert
Kennedy advisers, who felt it smacked of just the kind of attitude which had
gotten us into Vietnam. Nonetheless, despite their protests, it stayed in the
speech.) The United States playing a new role, mighty and yet good. Not
everyone, of course, was stirred by it. If there was a lack of modesty in the
Kennedy beginnings, there were intellectuals who felt a more modest,
limited sense about their own nation and its possibilities. In 1957, at a
special symposium of American scholars, Walt Rostow, who would come to
symbolize during both the Kennedy and the Johnson years the aggressive,
combative liberal nationalism of the era, had made his case for an American
national interest earlier in the symposium. Then David Riesman, the
Harvard sociologist, quietly warned against the dangers implicit in much of



what Rostow had suggested (the Rostow idea that the American perspective
of the world had not kept pace with American power in it and over it),
which struck Riesman as jingoism. The Civil War, Riesman said, was
“deadly serious as an omen of bellicosity and bigotry,” and he thought a
humbler and more modest view of American society and its potential role in
a diverse world was called for, as well as recognition of the failure of
American culture here at home, the failure of the quality of American life,
an understanding that not all indices of American life could be found in the
booming statistics of the GNP. He felt that something was desperately
missing. Commenting on “a kind of blandness that I somehow see as
inhuman,” he noted that “when I see a French or Italian movie, the faces
seem more alive and expressive than American faces in equivalent films.
The very rich are perhaps unhappy in all countries. Their faces are often
sour, fearful and suspicious. In America, millions are among the very rich in
international terms, while the white-collar workers and many of the factory
workers seem to me to be unhappy also—ill at ease in Zion.”

It would not be the last time Riesman was prophetic: in 1961, when the
Kennedy team was already on board and there was great enthusiasm over
the new theories of counterinsurgency (Rostow, his antagonist in the 1957
symposium, became one of the great propagators of antiguerrilla warfare)
and Vietnam had been chosen as a testing ground, Riesman remained
uneasy. In mid-1961 he had lunch with two of the more distinguished social
scientists in the Kennedy government. On the subject of Vietnam the others
talked about limited war with the combativeness which marked that
particular era, about the possibilities of it, about the American right to
practice it, about the very excitement of participating in it. All of this
smacked strongly of the arrogance and hubris of the era, and Riesman
became more and more upset with the tone and the direction of the
conversation, until finally he stopped them and asked if they had ever been
to Utah. Utah! No, they said, not Utah, but why Utah, had Riesman ever
been there? No, Riesman answered, but he had read a great deal about the
Church of the Latter-day Saints, and it occurred to him that his friends did
not know much about America, about how deep the evangelical streak was.
“You all think you can manage limited wars and that you’re dealing with an
elite society which is just waiting for your leadership. It’s not that way at



all,” he said. “It’s not an Eastern elite society run for Harvard and the
Council on Foreign Relations.”

He left them after lunch, uneasy about the direction the country was
taking. He had made a hobby of studying the American Civil War and he
had always been disturbed by the passions which it had unleashed in the
country, the tensions and angers just below the surface, the thin fabric of the
society which held it all together, so easy to rend. They were, he thought,
provincials. Brilliant Atlantic provincials.

It was only natural that the intellectuals who questioned the necessity of
American purpose did not rush from Cambridge and New Haven to inflict
their doubts about American power and goals upon the nation’s policies. So
people like Riesman, classic intellectuals, stayed where they were while the
new breed of thinkers-doers, half of academe, half of the nation’s think
tanks and of policy planning, would make the trip, not doubting for a
moment the validity of their right to serve, the quality of their experience.
They were men who reflected the post-Munich, post-McCarthy pragmatism
of the age. One had to stop totalitarianism, and since the only thing the
totalitarians understood was force, one had to be willing to use force. They
justified each decision to use power by their own conviction that the
Communists were worse, which justified our dirty tricks, our toughness.

Among those who felt that way was Riesman’s opponent in the debate,
Walt Whitman Rostow, who had authored one of the best of the campaign
phrases—“Let’s get this country moving again”—and he was now safely
ensconced in the White House. Kennedy had intended to funnel him to
State, but Rusk, who had accepted most of Kennedy’s other appointees, and
half the former Democratic governors of America, had finally put his foot
down. He found Rostow particularly irritating—this verbose, theoretical
man who intended to make all his theories work. So Rostow was shifted to
the White House, under McGeorge Bundy, who was already installed in a
better slot than he had expected.

At first there had been some talk about Bundy getting a position at State,
but he had quickly turned down an offer to become Deputy Undersecretary



of State for Administration, saying that he did not feel it was worthwhile to
leave Cambridge, where he was a dean, to come to Washington to be a
dean. Kennedy thereupon offered him the position of Assistant Secretary of
Defense for International Security Affairs, but since Bundy did not appear
to know much about it, the job not carrying with it the power and prestige
that the McNamara years would bring to it (prestige in part due to
McNamara’s tendency, conscious or unconscious, to usurp the powers of
the Secretary of State, and Rusk’s tendency to let him do it), he turned it
down. He was then made Special Assistant to the President for National
Security Affairs, where by the force of his personality, intelligence, and
great and almost relentless instinct for power, he was to create a domain
which by the end of the decade would first rival and then surpass the State
Department in influence. Since he ended up with a job far better than he had
expected, his support of Kennedy during the campaign having been
somewhat less active than other professors’, and though he was not a great
admirer of Rostow and shared some of the doubts of Rostow’s colleagues,
he quickly paid a debt to Kennedy by adding Rostow to the White House
staff, sure that he could handle him there.

For there was no doubt in Bundy’s mind about his ability to handle not
just Rostow, and the job, but the world. The job was not just a happenstance
thing; he had, literally and figuratively, been bred for it, or failing this,
Secretary of State. He was the brightest light in that glittering constellation
around the President, for if those years had any central theme, if there was
anything that bound the men, their followers and their subordinates
together, it was the belief that sheer intelligence and rationality could
answer and solve anything. If this was the quality of the young President,
then no one else exemplified it more than Bundy, who seemed on the
surface to be the sharpest intellect of a generation, a repository of national
intelligence. Even Kennedy talked of Bundy with a certain awe: what a
pleasure it was to work with him all day, he could sense what you wanted
before you ever knew it yourself. “You can’t beat brains,” Kennedy said of
Bundy. He was young and vigorous, and besides intelligence, he had style
too. He was an egghead, but he was safe. Although he was a Republican, he
had been for the Kennedy candidacy—was there any greater guarantee that
he would rise above petty partisanship to serve the nation, the right idea of



nation? He was not committed to the myths of the past, he was committed
only to the existence of a strong, free, democratic America in a stable
world.

Bundy was a man of applied intelligence, a man who would not land us
in trouble by passion and emotion. He was an aristocrat and a Brahmin, and
yet, more than that, not a prisoner of the Brahmin world; he had gone
beyond that closed little arena to play in a larger sphere. He was admired
for his cool, lucid mind, the honed-down intelligence, the brilliance of the
mathematician, the insight of the political-science scholar at Harvard. He
had been a legend in his time at Groton, the brightest boy at Yale, dean of
Harvard College at a precocious age and perilously close to being president
of it (“Sic transit gloria Bundy,” quipped the classicist John Finley when
Nathan Pusey was chosen). The early Washington years seemed to confirm
the Bundy legend. He was at the center of things, darting in and out of the
President’s office (“Goddammit, Mac,” someone heard Kennedy say, “I’ve
been arguing with you about this all week long,” and that was power—
being able to argue with the President all week long). He was a Kennedy
favorite, that was clear, and in 1962, when he was offered the presidency of
Yale (a job which might have tempted him in another time, and which
eventually went to his close friend Kingman Brewster), Kennedy was, there
is no other word for it, effusive about not losing him. In a rare show of
emotion, Kennedy declared that the possibility of Bundy’s leaving the
White House was out of the question.

He was above self-interest, as others, politicians, labor leaders, Negro
leaders, were not (“Bundy’s devotion to duty is consonant with his
upbringing,” said the Saturday Evening Post in 1962). In contrast to the
austere quality of his work style, he was considered charming at dinner
parties, engaging and witty, and people marveled at the difference between
the professional Bundy and the social Bundy. While the latter seemed
almost gay and irreverent—if not warm, at least open—the professional
Bundy was all steel and work and drive; the smile was hard, almost frozen.
There was also a lack of willingness to resist a put-down when someone
was inept or slowed him down, and at times there seemed to be a certain
cruelty about him, the rich, bright kid putting down the inferior. “Stop



whining,” he told one high State Department official, and the official upon
reflection decided that he had, in fact, been whining, though the put-down
did not make him like Bundy any more. When in 1961 Daniel Ellsberg at
Defense discovered that the Joint Chiefs of Staff had a War Plan, which told
how they would go to war, and more important, that they had carefully
hidden this fact from civilians, including among others the Secretary of
Defense, he was dispatched to the White House by his superiors to inform
Bundy. Feeling that the manner in which he had uncovered the plan and the
secrecy around it were almost as significant as the plan itself, Ellsberg
began by trying to explain how he had come across it. Bundy quickly
interrupted him. “Is this a briefing or is it a confessional?” he snapped. It
was the kind of put-down that many others in the government would feel,
and thus in later years, when Bundy began to develop his problems and his
reputation slipped, there was a surprising number of people who took no
small pleasure in it. He had left more scars than he intended, in contrast to
McNamara, who tended to retain a far higher degree of personal loyalty
from his subordinates.

Yet these stories would surface later; if one was put down by Mac Bundy
in those days, he did not boast about it. That would have been a sign of
being on the outside, for Bundy was a favorite, if not the favorite of the
taste makers, a man who had nevertheless entered the White House with
Walter Lippmann promoting him for Secretary of State. That is to say, he
was not the favorite man of Capitol Hill and the bureaucracy, which he
treated with an icy disdain, the former as if it did not exist, the latter as if it
existed to be circumvented, telling friends that he was a traffic cop on the
job, trying to short-circuit the government machine. Rather, he was the
favorite of that predominantly liberal part of Washington which sets the
tone of the city, deciding who is good and who is bad, who is in and who is
out, what is legitimate and what is not, who has power and who does not.
He made himself accessible to the right elements of the press, columnists
linked with the establishment such as James Reston or Joseph Alsop, or
Henry Brandon, a reporter for the London Sunday Times who sometimes
seemed almost a part of the high level of government. That this small
segment of the press did not constitute the press itself did not bother him,
and some of the newer journalists such as Sander Vanocur, the White House



correspondent for NBC, complained regularly that Bundy snubbed reporters
representing such proletarian outlets as the National Broadcasting
Company. (His feelings about the press, its uses and values were probably
best illustrated by a note he sent to Pierre Salinger on the occasion of the
latter’s communiqué at the time of Diem’s death: “Pierre, Champion!
Excellent prose. No surprise. A communiqué should say nothing in such a
way as to feed the press without deceiving them.” Later there was some
question about whether he had said “feed the press” or “fool the press,” and
Bundy insisted he only wanted to feed the reporters.)

Men like Vanocur and James Deakin, a highly respected reporter for the
St. Louis Post-Dispatch who, interviewing Bundy, heard him say, “This is
very boring,” did not come to love Bundy at all, and there was a feeling of
many in Washington that Bundy was in all his dealings too much the elitist.
But even here he worked successfully, he was a cool operator who held
most of the press at bay, and yet at the same time saw his reputation grow,
so that at the height of those years, just before it all began to sour, Joseph
Kraft, one of the best political writers in America, a taste maker himself and
the kind of columnist a Bundy would talk to, wrote of him:

The central fact, what I want most to say, is that Bundy is the leading candidate, perhaps the
only candidate for the statesman’s mantle to emerge in the generation that is coming to power—the
generation which reached maturity in the war and postwar period. His capacity to read the riddle of
multiple confusions, to consider a wide variety of possibilities, to develop lines of action, to
articulate and execute public purposes, to impart quickened energies to men of the highest ability,
seems to me unmatched. To me, anyhow, he seems almost alone among contemporaries, a figure of
true consequence, a fit subject for Milton’s words:

A Pillar of State; deep on his
Front engraven
Deliberation sat, and publick care;

And princely counsel in his face . . .



That, of course, was the high point. It was written in the summer of 1965
and published in the fall, and by then the war was deepening, and the
doyens of the Establishment were already losing control; only two and a
half years later, in 1968, after the assassination of Robert Kennedy, some
key figures in the Establishment were looking for a candidate who would be
both respectable and against the war, and they narrowed it down to Eugene
McCarthy or Nelson Rockefeller. They decided to put together as many
blue-chip names as they could on an important list and thus begin sending
out waves of dovish respectability. The man originating the idea was
Kingman Brewster, Bundy’s closest friend, the president of Yale, a cool and
skillful politician, caught between the enormously conflicting pressures of
his ties to the Establishment and of the growing anger and rebelliousness of
his students, the sons of the Establishment. So when Brewster called one of
the top officials in the McCarthy campaign to see if the idea was acceptable,
he was told the idea sounded all right and they should go ahead. Brewster
then asked for names for the list. “Well, what about your friend Mac
Bundy?” the McCarthy official asked.

“Mac,” said Brewster, “is going to spend the rest of his life trying to
justify his mistakes on Vietnam.”

Bundy is from Boston. The rest of the world which is not from Boston
thinks of him as being very Boston and the name as being very Boston. This
is not true, since the Bundys are from Grand Rapids, Michigan, and the
name by itself means very little in Boston history, a view corroborated by
Shreve’s, a famous jewelry store in Boston. In 1966, when Bundy was
leaving government, a group of his aides in the White House decided to
give him something better than the traditional silver ashtray and came up
with the idea of silver dice on a silver tray, something to roll as a means of
determining foreign policy. In Washington several jewelry stores said it
couldn’t be done, but since most of his people were from Cambridge in the
first place, they remembered Shreve’s, and one of them was dispatched to
arrange it. Silver dice on a silver tray? Yes, said a proper old gentleman at
the shop. He thought it could be done. And what name would go on it?



“McGeorge Bundy,” said the White House aide.

“McGeorge Bundy . . . McGeorge Bundy . . . Bundy . . . oh, yes, isn’t he
the boy who married Mary Lothrop?”

Bundy is by Boston standards not a Bundy but a Lowell (on his mother’s
side. “His father is from Michigan someplace,” a Bostonian noted).
Katharine Bundy is also a Putnam, which by Boston standards is very good
too, but the pedigree is on the Lowell side, as is much of the determination
and the drive. The family descended from Percival Lowle, who came to
America in 1639 and sired a great family which became noted for its
inventiveness, its shrewdness, its industry, its success and, by the nineteenth
century, its dominance of Harvard College and the New England textile
mills. The problem of a labor force for these mills had always been a
serious one, but the Lowells came up with a brilliant solution, the hiring of
what came to be known as Lowell Mill girls. All the good young country
girls of New England came to the mill towns, where in return for
chaperoning, religious training and proper housing they worked in the mills,
a solution which at once satisfied both religious and economic drives, a
happy Calvinist ending indeed. Although much was made at the time of
what a good and virtuous idea this was, a showpiece, in fact, for foreign
visitors, the working hours were long and the pay was small.

It was against this backdrop that the great fortunes were made, fortunes
which allowed the first families to dominate the society of that era.
Theodore Parker, a crusading minister in the 1840s, wrote of the Lowells
and these other great families: “This class is the controlling one in politics.
It mainly enacts the laws of this state and the nation; makes them serve its
turn . . . It can manufacture governors, senators, judges to suit its purposes
as easily as it can manufacture cotton cloth. This class owns the machinery
of society . . . ships, factories, shops, water privileges.” They were also
families which had a fine sense of protecting their own position, and they
were notorious for giving large grants to Harvard College, which was their
college, and just as notorious for doing very little for public education.



John Amory Lowell, the great-great-grandfather of McGeorge Bundy,
was a towering figure of his era in Boston, having picked no fewer than six
presidents of Harvard; Augustus Lowell, his son, increased his share of the
family inheritance six or seven times, and in addition produced a
remarkable family even by the standards of a Lowell: Amy Lowell the poet,
A. Lawrence Lowell the educator, and Percival Lowell the astronomer. The
fourth child was Elizabeth Lowell, who married William Putnam and gave
birth to Katharine Lawrence Putnam, who later married Harvey Hollister
Bundy.

A. Lawrence Lowell had married a cousin, and since they had no
children, Kay Putnam, his favorite niece, became something of an unofficial
hostess at Lawrence Lowell’s gatherings. She was a vivacious, bright,
intense, argumentative woman, with a strong sense of her own rightness,
aware of who she was, where their tradition had come from and where it
was going next, an intellectual heiress letting others know that she had
accomplished something intellectually, a woman known by her
contemporaries for force of mind and a capacity to dominate a
conversation. “Mother never forgot for a minute that she was a Lowell. She
was one of those people who believed that there are three classes in society
—upper, middle and lower—and you know which one she belonged to. We
sometimes kidded her about it, but it was assumed in the family that none of
us would want to become bus drivers. Mother took this position that you
have this tradition, so why not use it, and I suppose we did,” her daughter
and Bundy’s sister Mrs. G. Andelot Belin, wife of a Boston lawyer, said to
reporter Milton Viorst. “We were,” Mrs. Belin added, “a noisy family, and
Mother was the noisiest among us. For her, things were black and white. It’s
an outlook that descends directly from the Puritans and we all have it. But
Mac has it more than the rest of us.”

By contrast Harvey Hollister Bundy was a mild, reserved figure. “Most
of us remember the evening we celebrated the election to honorary
membership of Henry Lewis Stimson,” says a yearbook of the Century
Association, an exclusive New York club for upper-class gentlemen,
primarily white and Protestant, interested in letters, “the occasion was no
less moving because it was also gay. The speakers were Stimson’s friends



and associates: Dwight Eisenhower, John Davis, and Harvey Bundy. Bundy
told some stories about the Secretary fishing for trout in Europe in the
wartime; stories that made some of us say to one another, 'Is this the man
that has been called “dry and stiff”?” ” Surely that warm evening at the
Century he was anything but, and those who met him then for the first time
found him responsive and engaging. But a Centurian who knew him well
for a long time has explained that Harvey could be extremely dry and stiff
to those who tried to persuade him to compromise with his principles or
betray a confidence. This same friend speaks of him as a “Bostonian not
born in Boston. Coming from the Midwest, he surprised those who
supposed that rigid adherence to principle is an exclusive Boston
characteristic . . .”

Harvey Bundy graduated from Yale in 1909 with high honors, and was
later first in his class at Harvard Law, an achievement which brought him
an appointment as law clerk to Oliver Wendell Holmes. He returned to
Boston in 1915 and here the Lowell connections did not hurt. In Boston in
those days one of the chief industries was taking the vast fortunes of the
great families and turning them into trust funds in order to avoid taxes, and
Harvey Bundy became the lawyer for many of them. A few years later he
also became a close friend and confidant of Henry Stimson’s, “Colonel
Stimson” as he liked to be known, after he reached that rank in World War
I. Stimson had been very close to Teddy Roosevelt, and at Roosevelt’s
urging even ran (unsuccessfully) for governor of New York in 1910, served
under Taft as Secretary of War in 1911 as a Taft gesture to the Roosevelt
wing, though when the 1912 split came, he stayed loyal to Taft. Stimson
was firmly linked to the tradition of Teddy Roosevelt: an aristocracy come
to power, convinced of its own disinterested quality, believing itself above
both petty partisan interest and material greed. The suggestion that this also
meant the holding and wielding of power was judged offensive by these
same people, who preferred to view their role as service, though in fact this
was typical of an era when many of the great rich families withdrew from
the new restless grab for money of a modernizing America, and having
already made their particular fortunes, turned to the public arena as a means
of exercising power. They were viewed as reformers, though the reforms
would be aimed more at the newer seekers of wealth than at those who



already held it. (“First-generation millionaires,” Garry Wills wrote in Nixon
Agonistes, “give us libraries, second-generation millionaires give us
themselves.”)

Harvey Bundy was typical of this era. He served Stimson loyally as an
aide when he was Hoover’s Secretary of State. (“There was no dearth of
men who wanted to be Assistant Secretary of State,” according to Stimson’s
biography, “but in one of Stimson’s favorite phrases, the men who made
themselves applicants were usually men who were thinking 'what the job
would do for them’ and he was hunting for men whose first interest was
'what they could do for the job’!”). In Stimson’s opinion Franklin
Roosevelt, running for the Presidency in 1932, was an untried and untested
figure, and Stimson found the general public antagonism toward Hoover
surprising, though he noted that “the people of sobriety and intelligence and
responsibility” were on Hoover’s side. He wrote at the time: “The people of
this country are in a humor where they don’t want to hear any reason . . .
they want a change and I think they are going to get it, but if they get it, in
less than a year they will be the sickest country that ever walked the face of
this earth or else I miss my guess.” Though he missed that guess, he would
eventually meet with Roosevelt and find to his surprise that the new
President was intelligent and competent, and a few years later, when
Roosevelt was in the subtle process of preparing the country for European
intervention, he brought Stimson back to the government as Secretary of
War, since Stimson was a strong and forceful advocate of preparedness. (“In
our house,” Bill Bundy, Mac’s brother, once noted, referring to the Stimson
tie, “the State Department and the Pentagon were interchangeable,” a
comment not just about his family but about an era, which he himself would
confirm in 1964 by moving from a job as Assistant Secretary of Defense
and taking a comparable one at State.)

As Secretary of War, Stimson worked with Frank Knox, who was
Secretary of the Navy, a man who had been a friend for more than twenty-
five years, since he had first shown up in Stimson’s office with an
introductory note from Teddy Roosevelt saying: “He is just our type!” At
War, his first assistant was Robert Patterson, and after him, his assistants
were John McCloy, Robert Lovett and Harvey Bundy. “All,” says the



Stimson biography, “were men in the prime of their life, the forties and
fifties, but all were so much younger than Stimson that none ever called
him by his first name. All four had been conspicuously successful in private
life, three as lawyers, and one as a banker; all of them had come to
Washington at serious financial sacrifice. None of them had ever been
politically active, and none had any consuming political ambition. All four
were men of absolute integrity and none was small-minded about credit for
his labors. All but one were Republicans, but not one of them ever aroused
partisan opposition . . .”

The Stimsonian tradition of public service and power, and the Stimsonian
philosophy of preparedness and force, had made a deep mark on the Bundy
household; it is Stimson’s photograph which sits on Bundy’s desk to this
day. After the war, when Stimson decided to publish his memoirs and
wanted some help, he naturally chose as his literary aide McGeorge Bundy,
the bright and ambitious son of his friend Harvey Bundy; together they
produced his biography, On Active Service in Peace and War.

The Bundy youth was not unlike that of the Kennedys in some respects; lots
of children everywhere, lots of intellectual and physical competition, lots of
energy and lots of confidence. There were violent games of their own lawn
sport, a somewhat more physical form of croquet, with Mrs. Bundy leading
the pack. According to friends of the family, she seemed to center her hopes
on Bill, two years older than Mac; in fact, some of Mac’s old friends
attribute his intense drive and competitiveness, the combination of what
they feel is calm on the surface and considerable seething tension
underneath, to boyhood competition with an older and slightly favored
brother.

Mac Bundy was born in 1919. He attended Groton, the greatest prep
school in the nation, where the American upper class sends its sons to instill
the classic values: discipline, honor, a belief in the existing values and the
rightness of them. Coincidentally it is at Groton that one starts to meet the
right people, and where connections which will serve well later on—be it



Wall Street or Washington—are first forged; one learns, at Groton, above
all, the rules of the game, and even a special language: what washes and
what does not wash. (In 1967 John Marquand, the writer and son of the
great chronicler of the Boston aristocracy, was part of a group which ran an
advertisement in the Martha’s Vineyard newspaper protesting congressional
testimony by Undersecretary of State Nicholas Katzenbach that the
President could do what he wanted to under the terms of the Tonkin Gulf
Resolution. Why, Johnny, why, asked Bundy, weekending at the Vineyard,
did he help ruin Lydie Katzenbach’s summer? “Well, her husband helped
ruin my whole year,” answered Marquand. Bundy looked at him. The small
smile. “It won’t wash, Johnny, it just won’t wash.”) Cui servire est regnare
is Groton’s motto. “To serve is to rule.” The overt teaching was that the
finest life is service to God, your family and your state, but the covert
teaching, far more subtle and insidious, was somewhat different: ultimately,
strength is more important; there is a ruling clique; there is a thing called
privilege and you might as well use it. That is the real world and it is going
to remain that way, so you might as well get used to it. If not, you can rebel,
but only within the prescribed rules. Groton is a school more than a little
short on Catholics, Negroes, Jews and hyphenated Americans, and it
reflected in its real values what some students there called “a muscular
Christianity.” Bundy was of course part of this and has always accepted the
special privilege that his advantages offered, working perhaps discreetly to
change it from within (but never so much as to be tabbed as something odd,
like a reformer), but accepting it nonetheless, an acceptance which has
made some outsiders a little suspicious. If he is really that egalitarian, what
is he doing in all those clubs? At Yale, for instance, where his friend
Kingman Brewster turned down the secret societies, Bundy joined (the best,
naturally) Skull and Bones, and later, in Washington, he would similarly
resist requests from friends that he resign from the Metropolitan Club,
which ten years after the great storm about its membership in 1961 was not
noticeably more egalitarian.

At Groton, Bundy was something of a legend in his time, as he would be
everywhere he went. Besides capturing every available honor, he could
have been a good second-team quarterback—excellent play calling—but he
thought that athletics took too much time, so he played club football



instead. He was a brilliant debater when debating still meant something, and
won the Franklin D. Roosevelt Debating Trophy three times, a prize named
for an old boy. Louis Auchincloss, a contemporary at Groton, has said that
Bundy was ready to be dean of the school at the age of twelve. Richard
Irons, the school’s best history teacher, said that even then it was
astonishing to read Bundy’s essays, they were always better than the books
he had used as reference. The story is told of a group of outstanding
students asked to prepare a paper on the Duke of Marlborough. The next
day Bundy was called upon to read his composition in class. As he started
to read, his classmates began to giggle and continued all the way through
his reading of a perfectly excellent paper. The teacher, pleased by the essay
but puzzled by the giggles, later asked one of the students what it was all
about. “Didn’t you know?” said the student. “He was unprepared. He was
reading from a blank piece of paper.”

After Bundy graduated from Groton when he was sixteen—summa cum
laude, of course, just as Bill had before him—he took the college board
exam. He refused to answer either of two English essay questions: “How
did you spend your summer vacation?” and “My favorite pet.” Instead he
wrote an essay attacking the themes as meaningless and the college board
people for having chosen such foolish and irrelevant subjects when there
were so many great issues before Americans in today’s world. The first
grader read the essay, and annoyed by the arrogance, failed him. A second
reader was called in, because of the incredible discrepancy between this
mark and all the others Bundy had made. He was delighted, believing
himself that the college boards should stop this inanity. A third grader, the
head of the English section, was called over. Having read about too many
pets and vacations, he marked down Bundy’s English score: 100.

From Groton he went to Yale. The very choice of Yale was somewhat
unorthodox, since Bostonians usually sent their children to Harvard after
Groton, but the Bundys had decided that after both Boston and Groton, Yale
might be somewhat broadening. On arrival, the freshmen were summoned
to a mass meeting where the dean announced that there were two
distinguishing features about the class: first, it comprised 850 students,
which was the desired number; second, one member of the class was the



first Yale student to get three perfect scores on his college entrance exams.
Bundy of course. (Bundy recalled this thirty years later with a certain
annoyance: “I thought it was a very improper thing to do—I don’t think you
should talk about grades that way, either good ones or bad ones.”) And he
continued to excel; his Groton history teacher, Richard Irons, afraid that
Bundy and a few contemporaries might be ahead of themselves and the
normal curriculum at Yale, had arranged for some special advanced
standing freshman courses for them there. In one of them, which was taught
by David Owen, a distinguished historian, Bundy wrote an essay entitled
“Is Lenin a Marxist?” and the product so staggered Owen that he later told
Irons he did not think there were two men on the Yale faculty who could
have written it.

Bundy was class orator and also became a columnist for the Yale Daily
News, refusing to try out for the paper, as most young men did, because it
was too time-consuming, but because of his special abilities, he was
allowed to write for it, anyway. And he was a member of Phi Beta Kappa.
Altogether he was a formidable figure on the campus, so much intelligence
harnessed to so much breeding, all that and the competitive urge as well.
The Yale yearbook for 1940 noted: “This week passed without Mahatma
Bundy making a speech.” He was—not surprisingly, given his background,
the ties of his family to Stimson—already deeply involved in foreign
affairs, a committed internationalist and interventionist. In 1940 in a book
called Zero Hour, in which young writers discussed the threat to the United
States, Bundy, writing in a style which reflects the sureness of his
upbringing and the values instilled in him, said: “Let me put my whole
proposition in one sentence. I believe in the dignity of the individual, in
government by law, in respect for the truth, and in a good God; these beliefs
are worth my life and more; they are not shared by Adolf Hitler.”

From Yale, Bundy went to Harvard, but hardly as a struggling graduate
student. Rather, he was a Junior Fellow, a member of the select Society of
Fellows, the chosen of the chosen. The Society had been founded by his
great-uncle A. Lawrence Lowell, who set aside millions of his own money
to endow the program and who told each new Fellow, “You will practice the
virtues and avoid the snares of the scholar. You will be courteous to your



elders, who have explored to the point from which you may advance; and
helpful to your juniors, who will progress farther by reason of your labors.
Your aim will be knowledge and wisdom, not the reflected glamour of
fame. You will not accept credit that is due another, or harbor jealousy of an
explorer who is more fortunate . . .” The Society was a special program at
Harvard designed to spare supremely talented people the drudgery of
normal doctoral work. (It means, among other things, that Bundy is not Dr.
Bundy. Of course, anyone can get a Ph.D., but very few can be Junior
Fellows.) The fact is that he has in his lifetime done almost no serious
scholarly work. Of his two major books, the first is the collaboration with
Stimson on his memoirs, the second is the edited speeches of his brother’s
father-in-law, Dean Acheson. The Stimson biography is a good and serious
book, and perhaps in a way more reflective of that elitist viewpoint than it
intended to be, but it is hardly pioneer work. It is a subject about which
Bundy retains some sensitivity, and recently, when a magazine article hinted
that perhaps the Stimson book was not exactly brilliant, he was able to
quote verbatim what Walter Lippmann had said about it (and Bundy’s role
in it) some twenty years earlier. The important thing is how easy it all was
for him; very few young men in their twenties, with no previous literary
credentials, are offered the job to share in the writing of the memoirs of
such a distinguished public servant. He was bright, but he was also so
incredibly well connected that things came to him much more readily than
to his contemporaries (like a girl who is both prettier than the other bright
girls and brighter than the other pretty girls, it was almost unfair), and along
the way he picked up less wisdom, less scar tissue than other men.

While he was a Junior Fellow at Harvard, Bundy made his one attempt to
run for elective office, and the way in which he became involved is
somewhat revealing about the way things are done for those who have a
certain head start in life. “Henry Shattuck, who was a very powerful and
important figure in Boston in those days, called me and asked me if I
wanted to run for his place on the Boston City Council,” he once told a
reporter. “He told me that for a young man with an interest in public life it
was a splendid way to begin. He assured me that the election was a
formality, no one but a Republican had ever won before, and he would
assure the support of the Republican Ward Committee, and since it was a



very heavy Republican area, I agreed. I had an opponent, he did his work
and I did not, and I got licked and I deserved to be beaten.” Bundy never
ran for public office again, nor did he ever make himself answerable to
public controls and public checks again (until belatedly, when as head of the
Ford Foundation he felt the enormous pressure brought on by the New York
school strike against both the Foundation and himself and he suddenly
became available and friendly both to reporters and congressional leaders).

This foray into Boston politics was important in the shaping of his
political outlook. Although American elective politics is often an imperfect
thing, sometimes cheap and degrading, perhaps too much for men who lack
the fiber, it is at the same time a great humanizing force, particularly for the
strong, for those who already have advantages and resources. These men
can manage to overcome the tawdry and cheapening aspects, and absorb,
sometimes almost in spite of themselves, a feeling for the country, a certain
respect and almost affection for its foibles. Those who knew Jack Kennedy
well felt he was a different man after the West Virginia primary in 1960;
similarly, Robert Kennedy was a changed man as he went from running a
campaign to becoming a candidate himself. But Bundy gave it up, and
instead turned to using power in the private, elitist sense, ignoring public
pressures. (When he finally decided to talk about his role in Vietnam he did
it, significantly, at the Council on Foreign Relations, off the record, with no
question-and-answer period.)

He left Harvard for the war. Although he had been rejected by his draft
board because of weak eyes, he managed to memorize the eye charts, and
he ended up serving as an aide to Vice-Admiral Alan Kirk, a family friend.
(When Bundy went to the White House in 1961, one of the few people he
wanted to get a job for was Admiral Kirk, who became ambassador to
Taiwan; Kirk’s son-in-law Peter Solbert became a deputy to William Bundy
at Defense, and Kirk’s son Roger moved up in the State Department under
William Bundy.) On board the Augusta, Admiral Kirk’s flagship, he
participated in much of the planning for the D-Day landings. He was
remembered for his intelligence and audacity, and those who were aboard
said he was not afraid to correct General Omar Bradley on minor matters.
The brashness was clearly there; on June 9, when Bradley was leaving the



ship, Bundy reminded the general that when he was gone, Captain Bundy
would once again become the ranking Army officer aboard the Augusta.

Restless with Army staff work, he managed to get himself transferred to
the infantry and was on orders to participate in the invasion of Japan when
the war ended. When he returned to civilian life he worked for a time on
some of the postwar planning that went into the Marshall Plan, became a
political analyst for the Council on Foreign Relations, wrote speeches for
John Foster Dulles in his New York Senate campaign, and eventually ended
up at Harvard as a lecturer in government, where he also did some discreet
recruiting for the CIA. (This was not surprising—brother Bill being in the
Agency and Allen Dulles being a good friend of the family’s—since the
CIA needed the right people on the right campuses to find the right young
men with both muscular Christianity and brains who also knew the rules of
the game.) In those years you had a feeling, as one friend said, that he was
not so much changing jobs as working for the same people and simply
changing offices.

He spent the fifties at Harvard and they were happy years for him. He
was immensely popular with the undergraduates, he was very accessible
and not at all pompous; rather, he was considered open and challenging. In
an atmosphere sometimes distinguished by the narrowness of professional
discipline, Bundy was a generalist, in touch with the world at large, and he
brought a sense of engagement of energy and vitality to his work. He loved
taking on students, combating them and their ideas, challenging them,
bright wits flashing back and forth, debate almost an end in itself. In the
world of the Harvard government department, where towering figures like
Carl Friedrich and William Yandell Elliott seemed distant and
unapproachable, men who belonged more to the graduate students than the
undergraduates, Bundy was quite a contrast. He particularly liked teaching
freshmen, he was a spectacularly good Government 1 section man, a role
that few other bright instructors cherished, and he held on to his freshman
sections as long as he could.

His major undergraduate course, Government 180: The U.S. in World
Affairs (his successor in teaching it was, fittingly enough, a young German



émigré intellectual named Henry Kissinger), was taught with great style and
enthusiasm. His Munich lecture was legendary at Harvard, and when word
got out that it was on the day’s schedule, he played to standing room only. It
was done with great verve, Bundy imitating the various participants, his
voice cracking with emotion as little Czechoslovakia fell, the German tanks
rolling in just as the bells from Memorial Hall sounded. The lesson was of
course interventionism, and the wise use of force. He was already surfacing
with a commitment to force which would be important in his own make-up
years later and which was quite fashionable in the Harvard government
department—and government departments of other Eastern universities—of
those days. This was known as the ultrarealism school. Its proponents
believed that they were tough, that they knew what the world was really
like, and that force must be accepted as a basic element of diplomacy.
Toughness bred toughness; Stalin had been tough in Eastern Europe, so the
West would be tough somewhere else. The Communists legitimized us;
force met force. John Kenneth Galbraith, a friend and colleague of Bundy’s
but far more a Stevenson disciple, later remembered that he and Bundy
always argued at Harvard and later in Administration days about the use of
force, and Bundy would tell Galbraith with a certain element of
disappointment, “Ken, you always advise against the use of force—do you
realize that?” Galbraith would reflect on that and then note that Bundy was
right, he always did recommend against force, in the belief that there were
very few occasions when force can be used successfully.

Though Bundy was a good teacher, he was not in the classic sense a great
expert in foreign affairs, since he had not come up through the discipline.
He was not particularly at ease with Ph.D. candidates, those men who might
be more specialized in their knowledge than he. Yet, he was such a star of
the government department that it was quickly decided that tenure must be
awarded. The idea was advanced to President James Bryant Conant, who
had been a distinguished member of the chemistry department before he
took over the university. Conant was a little uneasy about endorsing the
recommendations; Bundy, it seemed, had never taken any graduate or
undergraduate courses in government. Was that correct?

“That’s right,” the representative of the government department said.



“Are you sure that’s right?” asked the puzzled Conant.
“I’m sure,” the professor answered.

“Well,” Conant sighed, “all I can say is that it couldn’t have happened in
Chemistry.”

Bundy was a genuinely popular figure at Harvard. Despite his breeding and
traditions he was not pompous and not a blue blood in style. If he did not
rebel against that which produced him, he seemed not to take it too
seriously, he did not rely on it; it did certain things for him, and he was sure
enough of its authenticity and value not to flaunt it. When in 1953 James
Conant left Harvard to become U.S. High Commissioner to Germany, there
was considerable talk that Bundy, at the advanced age of thirty-four, might
succeed him. If ever there was a faculty candidate for the job, it was Bundy.
Instead, Harvard chose Nathan Pusey, since the university was under severe
attack from McCarthy and since the prospect of a deeply religious figure
from the Midwestern heartland was somehow reassuring to alumni. Bundy
became merely dean of the College, inspiring a Yale colleague to pen this
doggerel:

A proper young prig, McGeorge Bundy,
Graduated from Yale on a Monday

But he shortly was seen

As Establishment Dean

Up at Harvard the following Sunday.

The faculty of Harvard came quickly to dislike Nathan Marsh Pusey
(when he wrote letters to John Kenneth Galbraith which began “Dear
John,” Ken Galbraith would reciprocate by answering with “Dear Marsh”
letters). No sooner had Pusey arrived at Harvard than he announced that the



first piece of business would be the renovation and modernization of the
Harvard Divinity School, a subject as far from the hearts of that secular
faculty as anything could be. The faculty’s misgivings about Pusey soon
came to match what would later be the intellectual community’s feelings
about Dean Rusk, a suspicion that there was simply too little flexibility for
a first-rate mind. Pusey was bland and cautious, and looking, in the words
of Sir Isaiah Berlin, like a retouched photograph; Bundy was dashing,
bright, brittle, the antibureaucratic man, the anticonventional man. Bundy,
playing on a field where he had grown enormously sure of himself and
living in his own environment, seemed to dominate Pusey, who appeared to
prefer the background spot to which Bundy relegated him. After Bundy left
Harvard, however, Pusey took more than a year to name a successor and
was heard to say that he wanted the pleasure of running the university
himself for a while. With that particular style of his, Bundy seemed to
denigrate Pusey’s role without ever having to say anything (years later, after
the great bust at Harvard in 1970, Bundy wrote a long article about the
university in which he paid homage to Conant seven times and mentioned
Pusey once; for Bundy-watchers it was a revealing document: it showed
that he felt about Pusey as they had always suspected).

By the standards of very tough critics, Bundy was a magnificent dean. It
was a virtuoso performance, designed as much as possible to open up the
university, to bring it greatness despite the usual bureaucratic restrictions.
David Riesman (social sciences), Erik Erikson (psychiatry), Laurence
Wylie (French civilization)—all were brought in by Bundy despite the
opposition of the departments to which they would be assigned; Bundy had,
for instance, been impressed because Wylie, a Romance-languages
professor, had retooled himself in middle age, learned about cultural
anthropology and gone on to co-author a landmark book called Village in
the Vaucluse. And Lillian Hellman, the playwright and a good friend of
Bundy’s, remembers being with Bundy in Cambridge one night when he
suddenly said to her, “Why don’t you come up here and teach?”

“Oh,” she said, “the English department wouldn’t want me.”



“We’ll see about that,” he said. Off he went and in about an hour he
called her. “It’s all set.”

“But I don’t know how to teach,” she protested.

“But you know something about writing,” he answered. “Give them
some real work. Teach them how to take from what’s really around them
and how to use it.”

Even the slight nastiness, which has from time to time been a Bundy
trademark, was an advantage; he had the ability to be unfair, to go after
special men and give them special privileges, people like Riesman and
Erikson who did not teach as much as other members of the faculty.
Perhaps a less aristocratic, less arrogant man with a greater sense of fairness
and a greater sense of risk (the name Rusk comes to mind, Rusk would
never have broken the rules) might not have done it. Bundy took the
complex Harvard faculty—diverse, egomaniacal—and played with it, in the
words of a critic, like a cat with mice. This feat was partly due to the very
structure of his mind. Although he was not a great reader (there were a
surprising number of books one would have imagined that he had read
which he had not), he was brilliant at learning things in conversation, in
absorbing. The great skill of his mind, the training in classics and math,
allowed him to see and understand how other people’s intellectual processes
work; he was considered better at understanding how the minds of the
scientists worked than any nonscientist in Cambridge. He was a deft
bureaucratic politician; he knew the men around him, whom to flatter,
whom not to. Later his successor, Franklin Ford, gave long statistic-
crammed reports to the faculty, which would not be impressed, whereas
Bundy had told very little in his reports, but deftly, with the Bundy style. He
used such understated eloquence that if the performance was not
satisfactory, there was a lingering feeling that it was somehow the fault of
the listener rather than Bundy. “He was so good,” said one of his friends
who knew his strengths as well as his weaknesses, “that when he left I
grieved for Harvard and grieved for the nation; for Harvard because he was
the perfect dean, for the nation because I thought that very same arrogance
and hubris might be very dangerous.”



Mac Bundy was a good and true Republican (Bill was the family
Democrat) and had voted twice for Eisenhower, but in the late fifties he
began to forge a relationship with Jack Kennedy, a relationship in which
Arthur Schlesinger served as the main intermediary. Bundy and Kennedy
got on well from the start, both were quick and bright, both hating to be
bored and to bore, that was almost the worst offense a man could commit,
to bore. Rationalists, both of them, one the old Boston Brahmin, the other
the new Irish Brahmin, each anxious to show to the other that he was just a
little different from the knee-jerk reactions of both his background and his
party. Whereas a generation before, the gap between them might have been
far greater than the common ground (the thought of Harvey Bundy getting
on easily with Joe Kennedy does not, to use their word, wash), now they
seemed to be free of the prejudice of the past. Indeed, the achievement of a
close relationship between his son and a Lowell-Bundy was what it had
been all about for Joe Kennedy. If they had much in common, Jack
Kennedy still had some advantages; though he was a new kind of Brahmin
he was nonetheless a product of outsiders, he knew the difference between
theory and practice in the society, the little things about America that the
history books never tell. He had traveled a far longer and harder road than
Bundy; he had triumphed in electoral politics and had thus created a real
base for himself, whereas Bundy had no personal base. If he was to play a
role in American policy making he would have to be dependent upon
someone like Kennedy. He had to sense Kennedy’s moves, his whims, his
nuances. To an uncommon degree, Bundy possessed that capacity to sense
what others wanted and what they were thinking, and it would serve him
well.

And so he joined the new Administration. He came full-blown, a man of
definite characteristics. By a curious irony he arrived, in Washington’s
mind, a full-scale intellectual, though in Harvard’s mind the super
administrator, a man who often took the side of the individual against the
bureaucracy (though eventually in Washington some of the men around him
would realize that he was, above all, the administrator, the supreme mover
of papers. “Clerk of the world,” said Mark Raskin, a disenchanted man who
once worked for him on disarmament. Raskin had been hired as an opening
to the far left, but it never worked, Raskin leaving early as a bitter critic of



the government’s directions, firing off letters and documents critical of the
Administration. “Please stop identifying yourself as a former White House
aide,” Bundy enjoined him). He was bright and he was quick, but even this
bothered people around him. They seemed to sense a lack of reflection, a
lack of depth, a tendency to look at things tactically, functionally and
operationally rather than intellectually; they believed Bundy thought that
there was always a straight line between two points. He carried with himself
not so much an intellectual tradition as a blood-intellectual tradition, a self-
confirming belief in his origins and thus himself, all of this above
partisanship. “I was brought up in a home where the American Secretary of
State is not the subject of partisan debate,” he once said during the
McCarthy period when Acheson was under attack. It was the
Establishment’s conviction that it knew what was right and what was wrong
for the country. In Bundy this was a particularly strong strain, as if his own
talent and the nation’s talent were all wrapped up together, producing a
curious amalgam of public interest and self-interest, his destiny and the
nation’s destiny; a strong conscious moral sense of propriety, which he was
not adverse to flashing at others, and a driving, almost naked thrust for
power all at once. Partly as a result, he had what one friend called a
“pugnacious morality.” McGeorge Bundy, then, was the finest example of a
special elite, a certain breed of men whose continuity is among themselves.
They are linked to one another rather than to the country; in their minds
they become responsible for the country but not responsive to it.

Thus, foreign policy was not a chord running through the country and
reflecting the changes, and in 1964 and 1965 when Martin Luther King, Jr.,
began to make public speeches criticizing the war, the entire Establishment
turned on him to silence him. They assured him that he knew about civil
rights, but not about foreign policy; he was not an expert and they were. He
remained bitter about this put-down to the day he died, feeling that he had
in effect been told that, Nobel Prize or not, there were certain things that
were not his business. Others who were in the Administration felt similarly
excluded. “Those of us who had worked for the Kennedy election were
tolerated in the government for that reason and had a say, but foreign policy
was still with the Council on Foreign Relations people,” Galbraith would
recall years later. “We knew that their expertise was nothing, and that it was



mostly a product of social background and a certain kind of education, and
that they were men who had not traveled around the world and knew
nothing of this country and the world. All they knew was the difference
between a Communist and an anti-Communist. But that made no difference;
they had this mystique and it still worked and those of us who doubted it,
Goodwin, Schlesinger, myself and a few others, were like Indians firing
occasional arrows into the campsite from the outside.”

The other strain running through Bundy, not surprisingly, given the first
strain, was a hard-line attitude which was very much a product of the fifties
and the Cold War, the ultrarealist view. That this attitude also made one less
vulnerable to attacks from the right about softness on Communism did not
hurt; it dealt at once with totalitarians abroad and wild men at home. Force
was justified by what the Communists did; the times justified the kind of
acts which decent men did not seek, but which the historic responsibilities
made necessary. This was very much a part of Bundy, a willingness to
accept the use of force and to concentrate his energies on operational
tactical questions.

As Special Assistant for National Security Affairs, Bundy soon became
the invaluable man in the Kennedy Administration. Keeping the papers
moving, reminding the President when a decision was coming up,
occasionally helping to channel a promising young man in State who might
give a slightly different viewpoint to the President, protecting the President
against people who wanted his time but were not worthy of it, making sure
that people who needed his time got it, learning quickly what the
President’s tastes, needs, reservations were, always moving things. In his
own words, the traffic cop. Doing it with style, which would show at an
early press conference. Kennedy usually did well on these occasions, but
this time he was hampered by a lack of news to reveal. Someone suggested
that Kennedy’s decision to reverse the last Eisenhower decision—to bring
home the dependents of U.S. troops overseas—would be a dramatic
announcement. But the Kennedy decision had not yet been cleared through
the bureaucracy, and normally something like that takes weeks and weeks.
While others were talking about whether it could be done, Bundy was on
the phone, calling Douglas Dillon at Treasury and then the Pentagon and



then State, saying, “The President would like to announce today that . . . Do
you see any objections?” In five minutes he was back, it was all cleared, all
very nifty. So he was busy, protecting the President against the bureaucracy,
cutting through the red tape where he could. Being above the petty factional
and emotional fights of the bureaucracy, being of course neither a man of
the right or of the left but disinterested and realistic, which meant that all
things being equal, he was more a man of the status quo than anything else.
The changes he would bring, the openings, would be very small, more
tactical than anything else. He was not, for example, a great help on the
question of disarmament; he stood aside on that one, as did Rusk, while the
Defense Department, with John McNaughton and McNamara, was far more
helpful.

He was invaluable, functioning very easily. At meetings the President
would ask him to sum up, and then, looking for all the world as if he had
not even paid attention, Bundy would instantly give the quickest, most
incisive, most complete summing up imaginable. He was a great list man,
too. They always needed prospective names, and Mac of course had the list,
a job here, a committee there. Mac knew who should go on it, how far left
or right it could go, who was acceptable, who was not. Mac was a terrific
memo writer, facile, brief and incisive. It was not, as publication of
documents would later prove, exactly something which would make the
literary world envious, but to be a good memo writer in government was a
very real form of power. Suddenly everyone would be working off Bundy’s
memos, and thus his memos guided the action, guided what the President
would see. For example, friends think that he killed the ill-conceived, ill-
fated plan for a multilateral nuclear force, first by determining the crucial
bit of evidence, and then by a memo. It was a major policy decision and it
was done in typical Bundy fashion. He was against the MLF from the start,
it jarred the cleanliness of his mind, and he bided his time as the evidence
on the proposal came in; then he dispatched Richard Neustadt of Columbia
to make a special investigation, knowing that Neustadt, a specialist in
operational procedure, would be appalled by it, which Neustadt was, and
thus Bundy summed up the case pro-MLF and anti-MLF, which left the
MLF bleeding to death on the floor, speared, as it were, by a memao.



State was of course large and unwieldy (Acheson liked to tell of how
much it had grown; when he became Secretary he had gone by to see
Cordell Hull and had suggested that that venerable gentleman come by and
meet the Assistant Secretaries. “Well, Dean, you don’t mind if I refuse,”
Hull answered, “I never was very much good in a crowd . . .”). This natural
clumsiness, coupled with Rusk’s cautiousness, soon created a problem in
the bureaucracy. Kennedy was quickly dissatisfied with State, and Bundy,
sensing the vacuum, moved deftly to fill it. He began to build his own
power, looking for his own elite staff, a mini State Department of very
special experts who could protect the President and give alternative
answers. They could move papers quickly, something State could never do,
and through an informal network at Defense and CIA, they could exploit
sympathetic friends and thus create an informal inner network in the
government. State, after all, was given to missing deadlines with papers and
then answering with last year’s myths. Bundy created an extraordinary staff,
bright young men summoned from all areas of the government and
academe. They were Robert Komer and Chester Cooper from CIA, Carl
Kaysen from Harvard, Jim Thomson from Bowles’s staff, Michael
Forrestal, Francis Bator. He worked well with them, and exhibited the rare
quality in Washington, in Thomson’s words, “of being able to evoke
whatever excellent existed in a person. Every encounter was like a mini
Ph.D. exam.”

Bundy tried to hide his disdain for Rusk as best he could, though in rare
moments it would slip through. (It was said that Rusk held his counsel so
closely that no one, including the President, was privileged to hear it, and
sometimes Bundy would tell the story about a meeting of the six top
officials, with Rusk asking all the others to leave so he could talk to the
President. When they were alone, the President asked Rusk what it was, and
Rusk said, “Well, if there weren’t so many of us in the room . . .”) Rusk, the
least incandescent member of the group, bore it well. He resisted the
impulse to react to stories being told about him, but at times the anger and
irritation would flash through. “It isn’t worth being Secretary of State,” he
once told Dick Goodwin, “if you have a Carl Kaysen at the White House.”
Substitute for the name Kaysen the name Bundy.



The latter, of course, did not worry about the rumors of his growing
power and influence; he delighted in them, knowing that the reputation that
you are the man to see feeds on itself, and makes you even more so. He
loved power and did not shrink from it, rather the opposite was true, there
was an enormous thrust for it; it sometimes seemed almost naked; the
knowledge that he had this reputation bothered him some, yet his own
instinct carried him forward. He was known at the White House as a tough
infighter; at the beginning of the Administration, Schlesinger and some of
the other intellectuals had pushed for Bundy’s Harvard colleague Henry
Kissinger to serve as a special consultant on European questions, since
Kissinger was said to be very good on the Germans and the Germans
always needed reassuring. For a time Kissinger traveled from Cambridge to
Washington, though he was not entirely sure whether he wanted to be in or
out, and Bundy did not, to say the least, encourage Kissinger’s visits.
Eventually they stopped. In 1969, when Kissinger arrived permanently in
Washington under Nixon to take the same seat that Bundy had held, it was
also announced that Dr. Richard V. Allen, a right-wing figure of some
renown, would be Kissinger’s assistant. Asked by friends how he would
treat Dr. Allen, who was considered somewhat warlike (in those days
Kissinger was not considered warlike), Kissinger answered, “I will handle
him the way Mac Bundy handled me.”

The early White House years were golden years for Bundy. He seemed to
gloss over the problems of the world, it was a dream realized, the better for
him, the better for the nation. Some of those who knew him felt that
although he was not a negative figure, there was something lacking: his
thinking and performance were too functional and operational, he was not
considering the proper long-range perspective, instead he was too much the
problem solver, the man who did not want to wait, who believed in action.
He always had a single pragmatic answer to a single question, and he was
wary of philosophies, almost too wary (during the great Vietnam debates of
1965 he would call George Ball, a more philosophic man, “the theologian™).
But pragmatic thinking is also short-range thinking, and too often panic
thinking. A government is collapsing. How do we prop it up? Something is
happening; therefore we must move. Thus, in 1965 Bundy was for getting
the country into the Dominican mess, because something had to be done,



and then very good at extricating us when he realized that extrication had
become the problem, though as he and the men around him would learn, not
all countries were as easy to get out of as the Dominican Republic.



Chapter Five

For all the style and excitement of the new team, and all the great promise,
1961 was a terrible year for the Kennedy Administration. The young
President had arrived in the White House with a far slimmer margin of
victory than he hoped, a mere 100,000 votes. It was not one of the great
mandates, rather a margin which seemed to strengthen his enemies more
than his friends, and the mandate of getting America moving again was
questionable. America might move at his demand, but in which direction?
And in what way could he move it? By building more and heavier missiles?
Turning around an irrational policy on China? Bringing the nation together
by accelerating long-neglected commitments to American Negroes? His
nomination, his campaign, his election had meant many things to many
people; now they waited, and many would find themselves disappointed in
that first year. He was the first of a new kind of media candidate flashed
daily into our consciousness by television during the campaign, and as such
he had managed to stir the aspirations and excited millions of people. It had
all been deliberately done; he had understood television and used it well,
knowing that it was his medium, but it was done at a price. Millions of
people watching this driving, handsome young man believed that he could
change things, move things, that their personal problems would somehow
be different, lighter, easier with his election. As President, Kennedy was
faced with that great gap of any modern politician, but perhaps greatest in
contemporary America: the gap between the new unbelievable velocity of
modern life which can send information and images hurtling through the air
onto the television screen, exciting desires and appetites, changing mores
almost overnight, and the slowness of traditional governmental institutions
produced by ideas and laws of another era, bound in normal bureaucratic
red tape and traditional seniority. After all, although he had said in his
campaign that he wanted to get America moving again, he had not



mentioned that the people must allow for the conservatism of Judge
Howard Smith of the House Rules Committee; he had implied that he could
do it, it would move. In many ways he was as modern and contemporary as
an American politician can be, more practiced at the new means of
campaigning than any other major figure (he was frankly bored by the
traditional power struggles of the Senate; it was not where the action was,
or at least the action he sought). So, elected, he was charged with action
against a bureaucracy and a Congress which regarded him and his programs
with suspicion, the suspicion varying in direct proportion to the freshness
and progressiveness of his ideas. In his first major struggle, the great battle
to expand the House Rules Committee, a classic conflict of the two forces,
Kennedy finally won. But his victory was more Pyrrhic than anything else;
it exposed the essential weakness of his legislative position, the divisions in
his party, and as such, enemies on the Hill would feel encouraged in their
opposition. The lesson, not immediately discernible in the early part of the
decade but increasingly important as Americans came to terms with the
complexity of their society, was that it was easier to stir the new America
by media than it was to tackle institutions which reflected vested interests
and existing compromises of the old order. In a new, modern, industrial,
demographically young society, this was symbolized by nothing so much as
congressional control by very old men from small Southern towns, many of
them already deeply committed, personally and financially, to existing
interests; to a large degree they were the enemies of the very people who
had elected John F. Kennedy. He was caught in that particular bind.

But there were other problems too. The Administration came in
committed to greater defense spending, to ending the missile gap, and the
first year would see an intensification of the Cold War as the Administration
and the Soviets tried to gauge each other. In terms of the Cold War, 1961
would be a difficult year: there was the Bay of Pigs in April, followed by
the escalation in the arms race, the bullying by Khrushchev in Vienna, the
growing tensions in Laos, the outbreak of violence in the Congo, the almost
daily conflicts over the Berlin Wall, the preliminary reports that Vietnam
might be a problem. All this took some of the edge off the excitement of the
job, and Kennedy’s oft-quoted comment was that the most surprising thing
about coming to office was that everything was just as bad as they had said



in the campaign. A less quoted remark, underscoring the difficulties
inherent in events outside his control, came when Carl Kaysen, a White
House expert on disarmament, brought in the news that the Soviets had
resumed atmospheric testing. The President’s reaction was simple and basic
and reflected the frustrations of that year. “Fucked again,” he said.

All the setbacks would seem minor compared to the Bay of Pigs, which
was a shattering event, both within the Administration and outside. It would
seriously disturb the balance of the first two years of the Kennedy
Administration; it would almost surely necessitate a harder line both to
prove to domestic critics that he was as tough-willed as the next man, and to
prove to the Russians that despite the paramount foolishness of this
adventure, his hand was strong and steady. By necessity now, an
Administration which had entered almost jaunty, sure of itself, a touch of
aggressiveness and combativeness to it, a touch of wanting to ease tensions
in the world, would now have to be more belligerent both for internal and
external reasons, and it would not be for another eighteen months, when the
Kennedy Administration had already deepened the involvement in Vietnam,
that it would begin to retrieve a semblance of its earlier balance.

In a way it was a test run for the Vietnam escalations of 1965, and it
would be said of John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson that both had their
Bay of Pigs, that the former’s lasted four days and the latter’s lasted four
years. But the component parts were there: serious misreading of
aspirations of a nonwhite nation; bringing Western, Caucasian anti-
Communism to a place where it was less applicable; institutions pushing
forward with their own momentum, ideas and programs which tended to
justify and advance the cause of the institution at the expense of the nation;
too much secrecy with too many experts who knew remarkably little either
about the country involved or about their own country; too many decisions
by the private men of the Administration as opposed to the public ones; and
too little moral reference. And finally, too little common sense. How a
President who seemed so contemporary could agree to a plan so obviously
doomed to failure, a plan based on so little understanding of the situation,
was astounding.



There were men who opposed the invasion or at the very least were
uneasy with it, and to a degree, they were the same men who would later
oppose the Vietnam commitment. One was General David M. Shoup,
Commandant of the Marine Corps. When talk about invading Cuba was
becoming fashionable, General Shoup did a remarkable display with maps.
First he took an overlay of Cuba and placed it over the map of the United
States. To everybody’s surprise, Cuba was not a small island along the lines
of, say, Long Island at best. It was about 800 miles long and seemed to
stretch from New York to Chicago. Then he took another overlay, with a red
dot, and placed it over the map of Cuba. “What’s that?” someone asked
him. “That, gentlemen, represents the size of the island of Tarawa,” said
Shoup, who had won a Medal of Honor there, “and it took us three days and
eighteen thousand Marines to take it.” He eventually became Kennedy’s
favorite general.

Significantly, two of the men who might have been Secretary of State
knew of the plan and were opposed (a third, Stevenson, did not know of it,
but presumably would have opposed it), and both were Democratic party
professionals who also knew something of foreign affairs. Senator J.
William Fulbright and Undersecretary of State Chester Bowles, public men
with a sense of public responsibility, were objecting to a clandestine
operation organized by private men who seemed to be responsible to no one
but their own organizations, with even that responsibility so secret that it
was difficult to define whether it existed. (In secret organizations, a
subordinate’s failure reflects badly upon his superior as well, so there is a
very strong instinct on the part of both to cover it up; it is only when
knowledge about such failure is out in the open that a superior himself
becomes responsible.) Bowles heard of the plan at the last minute, agonized
over it, and wrote Rusk suggesting he fight it, noting:

.. . Those most familiar with the Cuban operation seem to agree that, as the venture is now
planned, the chances of success are not greater than one out of three. This makes it a highly risky
operation. If it fails, Castro’s prestige and strength will be greatly enhanced. . . . I realize that this
operation has been put together over a period of months. A great deal of time and money has been
spent and many individuals have become emotionally involved in its success. We should not,
however, proceed with the adventure simply because we are wound up and cannot stop.



If you agree that this operation would be a mistake, I suggest that you personally and privately
communicate your views to the President. It is my guess that your voice will be decisive.

The man who had been chosen as Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, a
Democrat but a private man, was against the invasion but did not really
oppose it; he expressed doubts but not really strong opposition.

In the aftermath, the crux of the matter was not whether the United States
should have provided the counterinsurgents with air power or not (the air
cover would only have prolonged and deepened the tragedy without
changing its outcome); the crux was how the U.S. government could have
so misread the Cuban people. Had there been even the beginning of serious
anti-Castro feeling in the country, nothing would have rallied the average
Cuban more quickly to the cause of Fidel than to have an invasion
sponsored by the United States. The least of the mistakes were the ones
most frequently commented on, the tactical ones, the question of the air
power (attaching the United States in the eyes of the world to a slow death
of a terrible political mistake instead of, happily, a quick one). But these
were the mistakes which were fastened on. General Maxwell D. Taylor was
called in to conduct a special review which centered on the tactical faults
(too few men in the Brigade assembled in Guatemala, too few pilots in the
air arm, too few men prepared and ready to relieve commanders, too few
reserves, too little knowledge about uncharted reefs).

There was far too little questioning of the moral right to launch the
attack: after all, the Communists did things like this all the time, that was
the way it was, the way power was used. A vast number of people felt it had
failed because too little force had been used (this indeed appeared to be the
problem for the President; the right was noisier in those days). The
President himself probably, in some of the far reaches of his mind, began to
learn important lessons about institutional wisdom, but among his advisers
there seemed to be little learned. Nothing very important, nothing very
serious. “A brick through the window,” McGeorge Bundy would tell
friends. Part of the fault, the Administration believed, was that the advice
had come from relics of the Eisenhower years, Allen Dulles at CIA and



General Lyman L. Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the
departure of both would be precipitated, the idea being that people more
loyal to the President should head those institutions and thus make them
more Kennedy-like. Bundy seemed preoccupied with the tactical aspects of
the failure; when he met with his staff the day after the debacle, he seemed
very much in control. The Bay of Pigs, he told his staff, showed that Che
had learned more from Guatemala than the United States had (apparently a
reference to the importance of air power). As for the members of the
Brigade (many of them still strung out on the beaches), he said that these
counterrevolutionaries were very much like assistant professors at Harvard,
who were always being reminded about the possibility of not getting tenure
but who never really believed your warnings until tenure failed to arrive.

Rusk’s weak stand left the Kennedy people in retrospect more frustrated
by his performance than anything else, and left both Kennedy and Rusk
wishing that he had spoken up more clearly. But as soon became apparent,
it was consistent with both his character and his view of the job; Rusk had,
after all, not been chosen because Kennedy wanted a strong man, but
because he would be a low-profile Secretary of State. Thus a voice which
might predictably have been strongly opposed to this kind of military
adventure was muted. On the other hand, the overt opposition of Bowles
and Fulbright did not do them much good. Although in Fulbright’s case it
strengthened his reputation in Washington as the chief Hill intellectual, it
did not bring him any closer to the Kennedy circle, in part because of his
own growing doubts about the men now in the executive branch.

For Bowles it would be a good deal worse. Somehow the word got out
that he had been against the invasion. Soon there was a story going around
Washington that Bobby Kennedy had come out of a meeting, jammed his
fingers into Bowles’s stomach and told him that he, Bowles, was for the
invasion, remember that, he was for it, they were all for it (the story did not
originate with the Bowles people, either). The Bay of Pigs debacle seemed
to symbolize the futility of Bowles and to seal his end; he was talky, a do-
gooder, had probably been against the venture for the wrong reasons. He
was too ideological, while they, of course, were all pragmatists. In the early
days of the Administration that particular word had been used so frequently



that David Brinkley, writing the introduction of an early book of portraits of
the Kennedy people, would dwell on that single word, and note that at an
early Washington cocktail party a woman had gone around the room asking
each of the hundred people there if he was a pragmatist.

In May, a month after the Bay of Pigs, when a variety of lessons might
have been sinking in, Bowles, who was considered so good at spotting
long-range problems and so bad at handling immediate ones, wrote one of
the most prophetic analyses of the new Administration in his private diary:

The question which concerns me most about this new Administration is whether it lacks a
genuine sense of conviction about what is right and what is wrong. I realize in posing the question
I am raising an extremely serious point. Nevertheless I feel it must be faced.

Anyone in public life who has strong convictions about the rights and wrongs of public morality,
both domestic and international, has a very great advantage in times of strain, since his instincts on
what to do are clear and immediate. Lacking such a framework of moral conviction or sense of
what is right and what is wrong, he is forced to lean almost entirely upon his mental processes; he
adds up the plusses and minuses of any question and comes up with a conclusion. Under normal
conditions, when he is not tired or frustrated, this pragmatic approach should successfully bring
him out on the right side of the question.

What worries me are the conclusions that such an individual may reach when he is tired, angry,
frustrated, or emotionally affected. The Cuban fiasco demonstrates how far astray a man as
brilliant and well intentioned as Kennedy can go who lacks a basic moral reference point.

The problem for Bowles would soon become somewhat personal. He had
entered the Administration with powerful enemies, some on the Hill, some
in the entrenched wing of the foreign service, and some in the Democratic
partyAcheson hard-line group. His enemies had not decreased in the early
months of the Kennedy Administration. He had added Bobby Kennedy to
them, a most formidable person indeed in those days, the ramrod of the
Administration. At the end of May an incident occurred which certainly
contributed to Bowles’s downfall. While both the President and Rusk were
in Europe with De Gaulle, there was a crisis in the Dominican Republic
following General Rafael Trujillo’s assassination. A group headed by
Bobby Kennedy, but including McNamara and a few others (with Rusk,



Kennedy and Bundy out of town, they represented the highest officials in
the government), wanted to effect an immediate, though somewhat limited
American intervention. They had some CIA contacts who promised that the
right kind of Dominicans would rally and thus save the republic. Bowles,
acting as Secretary, held the line against intervention because he doubted
the legality of what they wanted to do. The others argued that speed was of
the essence. Bowles suggested they find out a little more about which way
events were moving. At that point Bobby Kennedy, still in his hard-nosed
incarnation, the tough guy of the Administration, unleashed a cascade of
insults about Bowles’s being a gutless bastard, which made some of the
others in the room wince. Later in the day Bowles went on the phone to the
President in Paris, explaining what the activists wanted to do and why he
objected. Kennedy concurred in the objections.

“Well, I'm glad to hear it,” said Bowles, “and in that case, would you
clarify who’s in charge here?”

“You are,” the President said.
“Good,” said Bowles. “Would you mind explaining it to your brother?”

In addition to everything else, the functioning of the State Department
just wasn’t working out well. At a dinner party in the spring of 1961 after
the Bay of Pigs, Bundy would tell friends, “Something has to be changed at
State and you can’t fire the Secretary of State. Particularly,” he added, “if
you hired him after only one meeting,” a reference to the fact that if you
have made a snap judgment you dare not admit that it is wrong. By early
July 1961 a somewhat embarrassed Rusk was offering Bowles a job as
roving ambassador, preferably to rove out of town, and admitting that it was
Kennedy’s idea. A few days later Charles Bartlett, a close friend of
Kennedy’s, wrote in his syndicated column that Bowles was on his way out.
Bowles called up Kennedy and asked for a meeting. A curious conversation
ensued. Kennedy began by saying that perhaps it had been a mistake not to
make Bowles Secretary of State and that if so, things might have been
different. But Rusk was Secretary of State, and the Department had not
come up with new policies, and changes had to be made. Would Bowles



like Chile? No, Bowles would not like Chile. As far as new ideas were
concerned, he told Kennedy he had spent a great deal of time coming up
with them, but they did not seem to go beyond Rusk’s desk. They decided
to meet together in a few days, on July 17.

In the meantime Washington seethed with rumors that Bowles was on his
way out. He had become the perfect target for the conservatives, while the
liberals, uneasy about the direction of the Kennedy Administration, began
to rally round Bowles. For the first time the split personality of the Kennedy
Administration seemed to show itself. Stevenson, Walter Reuther, Soapy
Williams all rallied and told Bowles not to leave without a fight. He had
become, in spite of himself, a litmus paper of the Administration. At the
July 17 meeting he showed up armed with his memos on Cuba, China and
related issues, memos which incorporated far more new ideas than the
Kennedy Administration was prepared to handle. He told Kennedy he did
not intend to take Chile. Later that day Press Secretary Pierre Salinger held
a briefing and said no, Bowles’s resignation was not currently expected, but
he added that off the record, for background, he was not expected to be
around very long.

There were others in the Kennedy circle uneasy with the direction of the
Administration and particularly with the decision-making processes used in
the Bay of Pigs. Shortly afterward Arthur Goldberg, the new Secretary of
Labor (a labor negotiator who had been a particular favorite of the Kennedy
people, having worked for them when much of labor’s hierarchy was anti-
Kennedy because of the rackets committee investigation), asked the
President why he hadn’t consulted more widely, why he had taken such a
narrow spectrum of advice, much of it so predictable. Kennedy said that he
meant no offense, but although Goldberg was a good man, a friend, he was
in labor, not in foreign policy.

“You’re wrong,” Goldberg replied, “you’re making the mistake of
compartmentalizing your Cabinet. There are two people in the Cabinet you
should have consulted on this one, men who know some things, and who
are loyal to you and your interests.”



“Who?” Kennedy asked.
“Orville Freeman and me.”
“Why Orville?”

“Because he’s been a Marine, because he’s made amphibious landings
and because he knows how tough they can be even under the very best
circumstances. He could have helped you.”

“And why you?”

“Because I was in OSS during the war and I ran guerrilla operations and I
know something about guerrillas. That they’re terrific at certain things.
Sabotage and intelligence, nothing like them at that. But they’re no good at
all in confronting regular units. Whenever we used them like that, we’d
always lose all our people. They can do small things very well, but it’s a
very delicate, limited thing. But you didn’t think of that—and you put me in
the category of just a Secretary of Labor.”

“A brick through the window.” Windows are easy to replace, and the Bay of
Pigs did not change the basic direction of the Kennedy Administration in
foreign affairs. It was still activist, anxious to show its muscles, perhaps
more anxious than before. At Defense, McNamara was an activist, pledged
to end a missile gap which did not exist, and whose own immediate
instincts, once he was in government, were if anything to add to the arms
race; he was, at first, very much the hardware man. In early 1961 some of
the White House people like Science Adviser Jerome Wiesner and Carl
Kaysen of the National Security Council were trying to slow down the arms
race, or at least were in favor of a good deal more talking with the Soviets
before speeding ahead. At that point the United States had 450 missiles;
McNamara was asking for 950, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff were asking for
3,000. The White House people had quietly checked around and found that
in effectiveness, in sheer military terms, the 450 were the same as



McNamara’s 950. Thus a rare moment existed, a chance to make a new
start, if not turn around the arms race, at least to give it a temporary freeze.

“What about it, Bob?” Kennedy asked.
“Well, they’re right,” McNamara answered.
“Well, then, why the nine hundred and fifty, Bob?” Kennedy asked.

“Because that’s the smallest number we can take up on the Hill without
getting murdered,” he answered.

Perhaps, thought one of the White House aides, by holding back we
might have slowed the cycle rather than accelerated it. But in 1961 the
advocates of disarmament encountered an Administration which considered
the issue a little peripheral, not something that could be taken up
immediately, something that would have to wait. Of the high officials, the
President himself seemed the most receptive to the idea, though he was in
no rush to lead the parade. McNamara appeared to be surprisingly educable,
and if not an ally, at least open-minded, a man who could be brought
around. Bundy was of little help; in the early days this was something he
simply stayed out of. And Rusk, whose job at State it really was to create a
disarmament lobby, seemed the least interested in the subject.

If anything, the Bay of Pigs had made the Kennedy Administration
acutely aware of its vulnerability and determined to show that it was
worthy, that this was not a weak young President unable to cope with the
Soviets, but that he was just as tough as they were, just as fast on the draw.
In the Administration, those who were the tough-minded realists were
strengthened; those less inclined to use force were weakened. Kennedy
would soon have a chance to show whether he was worthy of his mandate,
at the upcoming conference with Nikita Khrushchev in Vienna in early
June, a meeting scheduled so soon after the Bay of Pigs that the very
holding of it was dubious. But he went through with it, and the outcome,
rather than lowering tensions, increased them. The President left
Khrushchev in Vienna feeling that he had been bullied, more determined
than ever to show Khrushchev that despite his youth, despite the Bay of



Pigs, he was someone to conjure with. He would call up the reserves, and
flex American muscle in many ways.

Perhaps, just perhaps, it need not have been that way. Averell Harriman had
long felt that a meeting between Khrushchev and Kennedy was inevitable,
and he had carefully prepared himself for it. He was then sixty-nine years
old, and a supreme party warhorse. Although something of a failure in
domestic politics (in 1958 he was beaten badly by Nelson Rockefeller in the
New York gubernatorial race; and he had wanted his party’s presidential
nomination but never came close to it), he was one of the most forceful
players at governmental politics of a generation, relentless, restless and
ruthless, expert in the care and feeding of Presidents of the United States. In
1960, after his defeat in New York, the low point in his career, close friends
like Michael Forrestal and Pat Moynihan would meet and discuss what they
could possibly do to ease Harriman’s pain and the prolonged humiliation
which now seemed to be his fate for the rest of his life. He had fallen from
grace and activity as only a defeated American politician can. Gay Talese,
then a young New York Times reporter, later recalled being assigned to
cover a Harriman press conference in 1960. The ex-governor, having just
returned from a trip abroad, had deigned to announce that he would reveal
his version of it; since in those days the Times covered everything, Talese
was dispatched to the Harrimans’ magnificent East Side town house, with
its great bust of Roosevelt by Jo Davidson and the accompanying Matisse,
Cézanne and Rousseau paintings. Among these great objects he waited; he
waited for a very long time alone, because he was the only reporter to show

up, and after about forty minutes the press conference was mercifully called
off.

Even at this low point, Harriman had been thinking ahead, projecting a
future role for himself. Sensing that there was a good chance of a
Democratic President’s being elected in the fall, and wanting to specialize
in Soviet affairs, exploiting the most personal kind of expertise that went
back to his boyhood, he had written to Khrushchev suggesting that the
Premier invite him to Moscow (which would be a marvelous piece of



wampum to barter with a new President). Khrushchev, who understood the
game, of course, and who knew what Americans did not know, that a
Harriman was just as much a Harriman out of office as in office, indeed that
the office was marginal, more of a lark than anything else, immediately
responded, and invited him. They spent two days together, twelve good
long hours, and at the beginning Khrushchev, as was his wont, bullied
Harriman, threatened, stomped, the voice rising: if the Americans did not
move out of Berlin the rockets would fly, the tanks would roll, and he,
Citizen N. Khrushchev, could not be responsible for all the terrible things
which would happen. Harriman listened and then quietly rejoined that
rocketry was a two-way avenue, that there were now few shelters left on
either side, that the Soviet industrial might was just as vulnerable as
American might and had been built up at just as high a national price. That
done with, they had subsided into long and profitable talks about other
subjects, the possibility of coexistence, the aims of the Chinese, a very
pleasant exchange which had lasted the two days.

Harriman came back from that trip believing that there was a possibility
of a deal with the Soviets, that history had finally converged to a point
where both nations were ready, that the Soviet fear of the Chinese radically
changed their national security problems. He felt in this winter of a long
career that this was the special contribution he could make, particularly to a
young President. He told friends that every man wants to contribute what he
knows best, and since Soviet-American relations were his specialty, he had
a special belief that he could give a new President the legacy of this special
knowledge of the Soviets. Harriman had come over to the Kennedy side
rather belatedly, the reason of course being doubts about Joe Kennedy, that
man. He had not been a great aid during the campaign, and to the Kennedys
he was someone who had once been Democratic governor of New York,
someone they ought to do something for. He had a serious hearing problem,
which would not have been a problem except that he also had a serious
vanity problem, which precluded a hearing aid. At the first meeting with
Kennedy after November 1960, he had been at his worst; asked what he
thought about a complicated question of Soviet intentions, he had answered
“Yes.” Later Kennedy had taken Michael Forrestal, Harriman’s protége,
aside and asked if there was someplace they might talk privately. Forrestal



suggested the bathroom, and they went in there, locking the door, Forrestal
delighted, sure that his own big job was coming, at State. Or perhaps, like
his father, at Defense. At least an Assistant Secretaryship. “Do you think,”
asked Kennedy, “that you can get Averell to wear a hearing aid?”

But Harriman’s friends continued to push his case to the Kennedys,
trying to overcome their doubts. Arthur Schlesinger, for example, pressed
his case very hard, saying that they should try Harriman at State, even in a
lower capacity; they would be surprised by his ability. “You’re sure you’re
not just being sentimental?” Bobby Kennedy asked him.

In February 1961 Harriman was made roving ambassador, a particularly
low level in the governmental hierarchy when one considers the many
distinguished posts he had held in the past. But he accepted with good
grace; asked how it was going, in the early months of the Administration,
he answered, “Oh, you know, all these Presidents are the same. You start at
the bottom and work your way up.” His stock rose steadily in the
Administration. His style was more than adequate; he gave the best dinner
parties in town; and in tough sessions with other Kremlinologists, he more
than held his own. But he was furious at the time of the Vienna meeting
because he had not been consulted on the planning. That had been left to
people like Charles Bohlen, Llewellyn Thompson and George Kennan, kids
really, boys that he had trained, but nonetheless men very much his junior.
So with the intrusive, audacious style which makes him unique in
government (“What makes Averell different from other men?” a reporter
once asked one of his very young aides in 1969. “Well, he’s the only
ambitious seventy-seven-year-old I’ve ever met,” the aide answered),
Harriman just happened to show up in Paris as Kennedy was visiting De
Gaulle, and just happened to see the President’s sister Eunice Shriver to let
her know that he desperately had to talk to the President. He just happened
to get himself invited to a state dinner, just happened to sit one sister and
one person away from the President, and just happened to hear the sister say
to the President, “Look, Averell is here and I think he has something to say
about Khrushchev and Vienna,” and Kennedy, well primed, said, “Yes, I
hear there is something you want to say to me.” Harriman, of course, had
practiced what he wanted to say. He had taught all his protégés always to be



brief when talking to a President; they have so little time, everyone is
always telling them things, keep it short and simple, and brevity above all.
One idea, a few brief sentences. Having determined to put the lessons of his
long sessions with Khrushchev and forty years together in a few sentences,
the gist of what he said was: Go to Vienna. Don’t be too serious, have some
fun, get to know him a little, don’t let him rattle you, he’ll try to rattle you
and frighten you, but don’t pay any attention to that. Turn him aside, gently.
And don’t try for too much. Remember that he’s just as scared as you are,
his previous excursion to the Western world in Europe did not go too well,
he is very aware of his peasant origins, of the contrast between Mrs.
Khrushchev and Jackie, and there will be tension. His style will be to attack
and then see if he can get away with it. Laugh about it, don’t get into a
fight. Rise above it. Have some fun.

That was the sum of the Harriman advice, though the contrary advice had
been just as explicit. Stand up to him, show him that you’re not young, that
you’re just as tough as he is, that the Bay of Pigs was an accident and not a
reflection of your will. Indeed there were those who felt that a confrontation
was needed, that we had to test our will, and the sooner the better. So
Kennedy had gone to Vienna, and the meeting was a disaster, harsh and
tense; the tensions of the world, centering over Berlin, had seemed to
intensify rather than ebb with the meeting; Khrushchev had attacked, and
Kennedy, surprised, had finally rejoined. Vienna, like the Bay of Pigs, had
increased the tensions in the world.

The Vienna meeting made a powerful impact on Kennedy. James Reston,
the New York Times columnist and Washington bureau chief, and the most
powerful and influential journalist in the capital, had asked for a private
meeting with the President after the final encounter. Because of his unique
position, it had been granted. Knowing that such a session would enrage his
colleagues, Reston spent the day in Vienna hiding from fellow journalists
and was smuggled into a special room at the embassy. The blinds were
drawn lest anyone see him, he waited there for several hours in the
darkness. When Kennedy finally arrived, he could not see Reston at first
because of the dark. Finally he spotted Reston and as the journalist began to
rise the President waved him down, came over and sat down on a couch



next to him. He was wearing a hat; Reston remembered that because it was
only the second time he had seen Kennedy with a hat on; the first time was
at the inaugural. Kennedy sank into the couch, pushed the hat over his eyes
like a beaten man, and breathed a great sigh.

“Pretty rough?” Reston asked.

“Roughest thing in my life,” the President answered. He was, Reston
thought, genuinely shaken.

Kennedy told Reston that he had studied Khrushchev carefully
beforehand, and he knew that the Russian had great contempt for
Eisenhower; whenever they had met and a serious question was asked, Ike
would turn to Dulles for the answer. So Kennedy had decided to go it alone,
to show his equality with Khrushchev, to show that he had done his
homework. Just the two of them would meet, and the interpreters. He had
gone in and, he felt, held out his hand, saying that the two of them had very
special responsibilities for peace in the world. “I propose to tell you what I
can do, and what I can’t do, what my problems and possibilities are and
then you can do the same.” The reaction was astonishing, a violent attack
on the United States, on its international imperialism, but particularly on its
presence in Berlin. As he had threatened Harriman before, he now
threatened Kennedy on Berlin: the missiles would fly, the tanks would roll,
they must not doubt his word. He had kept the pressure on all week, and
Kennedy had finally answered in kind. So Kennedy had told Reston, “I’ve
got two problems. First, to figure out why he did it, and in such a hostile
way. And second, to figure out what we can do about it. I think the first part
is pretty easy to explain. I think he did it because of the Bay of Pigs. I think
he thought that anyone who was so young and inexperienced as to get into
that mess could be taken, and anyone who got into it, and didn’t see it
through, had no guts. So he just beat hell out of me. So I’ve got a terrible
problem. If he thinks I’m inexperienced and have no guts, until we remove
those ideas we won’t get anywhere with him. So we have to act.” Then he
told Reston that he would increase the military budget (which he did) and
send another division to Germany (which he also did). He turned to Reston
and said that the only place in the world where there was a real challenge



was in Vietnam, and “now we have a problem in trying to make our power
credible, and Vietnam looks like the place.” (Ironically, a year later, after
the Americans had begun their limited commitment to Vietnam,
Khrushchev would tell Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson that the
Americans were making a major mistake in Vietnam. “In South Vietnam,”
he said, according to Thompson’s cable back to Washington, “the U.S. has
stumbled into a bog. It will be mired there for a long time.”)

In retrospect, Reston was convinced that the Vienna bullying became a
crucial factor in the subsequent decision to send 18,000 advisory and
support troops to Vietnam, and though others around Kennedy retained
some doubts about this, it appeared to be part of a derivative link, one more
in a chain of events which saw the escalation of the Cold War in Kennedy’s
first year. Reston in particular would see these events as a study in irony,
believing that by October 1962, after the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy had
made good his need to show Khrushchev his fiber, but by that time it was
too late as far as Southeast Asia was concerned; there were already more
than 15,000 Americans in South Vietnam. For the Cold War was still quite
real in 1961, on both sides of the Atlantic, and the men who had come to
power in Washington were very much a part of it. They had been fashioned
out of it, and now in their first year they were getting regular reminders that
it had not yet crested, and their own very eagerness to be tested would in
fact accelerate it.

Berlin, of course, had dominated their thoughts for some time. They
believed that the hopes for war and peace somehow centered around that
divided city, and its access routes. Could we maintain our access? Would
the Soviets block it? They were the men in power, preoccupied with the
tiniest details; it was as if the President were the desk officer, and the
Secretary of State his assistant. There was no event too small for their
concern, as if one little misplay would somehow start a chain of events
which they might not be able to control. When someone questioned the
President about spending too much time on Berlin, he answered, better too
much than too little, and he did not mind checking too closely on military
convoys; he did not, after all, want the world to be blown up because some
young captain had a hangover on a given morning. If Berlin had seemed



central in early 1961, Vietnam had loomed somehow very distant. Around
that time a knowledgeable Far Eastern correspondent named Stanley
Karnow had dropped by the Justice Department to talk with the President’s
brother. In the course of the conversation Karnow began to single out
Vietnam as probably the most serious problem there, the one which bore the
greatest long-range potential for danger. “Vietnam,” said Robert Kennedy,
“Vietnam . . . We have thirty Vietnams a day here.”

Thirty Vietnams. From the beginning it had been that way, a tiny issue
overclouded by the great issues. It had risen to pre-eminence partly because
of neglect and omission, a policy which had evolved not because a group of
Westerners had sat down years before and determined what the future
should be, but precisely because they had not. Vietnam had begun as the
most peripheral of problems to the United States, a new Western power
sprung suddenly to superpower proportions and facing a prolonged
confrontation with the Communists. There had been time only for the great
decisions, and Vietnam had been part of the price, something small which
grew into something large. Who, in 1945, when decisions were being made,
had time for Indochina? Nineteen forty-five was a time when the problems
of Europe were pre-eminent, when the question of the atomic weapon and
the atomic balance with the Soviet Union was next, when even China was
on the periphery; Vietnam was on the periphery of the periphery.

But it began to go sour for this country as early as July 1945, when the
new and uncertain President of the United States, Harry Truman, made his
first major trip abroad, to Potsdam, to come to terms with the enormous
problems that seemed to come hurtling at him, great decisions which would
decide the immediate wartime and postwar future. He was not particularly
concerned with Indochina, as it was then called; but because some of the
issues arising at Potsdam might touch on China, Truman had brought along,
as part of his State Department team, a China and Asian expert, John Carter
Vincent, chief of the China division of the State Department.



Because later his career, along with those of many of his colleagues,
would be destroyed during the post-China Red-baiting, John Carter Vincent
would gain a kind of fame that he had neither expected nor desired. And
somehow, because those men were attacked for what were alleged to be
left-wing sympathies, the idea would grow that John Carter Vincent was a
radical. The truth could hardly have been more different. He was a
charming, social, pleasant, nominally conservative man who had unusually
good connections on the Hill, came from a good Georgia family and was
called, in that gracious Southern tradition, John Carter by almost everyone.
Having spent a large part of his career in Asia, he felt a distinct empathy for
Asian nationalism, and had a rather realistic view of the future. By early
1945 he had come to the conclusion that the President in particular believed
in indigenous nationalism in Asia and was moving in that direction. Those
days, in fact, would be the high-water mark of American support for
nationalism in Vietnam, with Roosevelt talking about a trusteeship for the
area. It would end with the trip Vincent was on at that moment, the trip to
Potsdam. He did not think a great deal about Vietnam at Potsdam because it
was not on the agenda, and because it was not supposed to be discussed at
all.

But a decision was made at Potsdam on Vietnam, without any real
consultation. It concerned the surrender; the British would accept the
Japanese surrender below the 16th parallel, the Chinese above it. It
appeared quite inconsequential at the time, but the matter of who accepts a
surrender is a vital one; it determines who will control the turf and who will
decide future legitimacy. The British, uneasy about questions that Roosevelt
had raised in the past about independence in Asia, worried about what it
might mean for Burma and Malaya, since they were anxious to control
future colonial questions in Asia; the British, after all, were not eager to see
the dissolution of their empire. Truman, pushed by his military advisers
who were wary of what anticolonialism might mean as far as the future of
U.S. naval and air bases in Asia was concerned, urged that we go along
with the British. There had been no prior discussion among the Americans
(though later evidence would show that there had been a good deal of
collusion beforehand between the French and the British on this issue).
Having accepted the surrender, the British would permit the French to



return, and all subsequent events would flow from this: the French would
reassert their authority, they would smile politely at all American requests
to deal with the indigenous population, but they would pay no attention; the
Americans, after all, had given away the leverage, the French Indochina
war would begin, and the Vietnamese would gain their freedom by force of
arms.

It was, of course, a minor point clouded over by great issues at the time,
and the responsible political officer, John Carter Vincent, did not
participate; in fact, he learned of it after the conference was over. A fateful
decision unfatefully arrived at. It was, he would acknowledge many sad
years later, the turning point, the moment at which it all began to go wrong.

Vietnam up to then had only come into the public’s eye through articles in
the National Geographic, or old newsreels. It was filled with exotic but
dutiful natives, whom the French were helping to become modern. In
Washington it was viewed as a land with vital resources—vital, but not that
vital. In 1941, when the United States learned from radio intercepts that the
Japanese planned to move against southern Indochina, its reaction had been
modest. The military argued against any action which might take us to war
with Japan, because of our lack of preparedness (General Marshall and
Admiral Harold Stark noted that America should go to war “only if Japan
attacked or directly threatened territories whose security to the United
States is of very great importance,” which included Indonesia, and British
and American possessions in Asia). What became clear as events
progressed in 1941 and during the war was that Vietnam was important not
in itself, but to the extent that the Japanese used it as a gateway to move
toward other areas (“We must let them [the Japanese] see the seriousness of
this step they have taken and let them know that such constitutes an
unfriendly act because it helps Hitler to conquer Britain,” Secretary of State
Cordell Hull told Sumner Welles in 1941). But at a time when resources
were limited and needs were crucial, there was no arrogance of American
power, every resource was carefully weighed, and a young general named
Dwight Eisenhower wrote in February 1942: “We must differentiate sharply



and definitely between those things whose current accomplishment in the
several theaters over the world are necessary to the ultimate defeat of the
Axis powers, as opposed to those which are merely desirable because of
their effect in facilitating such defeat.” Thus Europe was the prime theater,
Asia was the second one. It would be nice to stop Japanese expansion, but it
was not that vital. “The defeat of Germany,” Roosevelt wrote to Harry
Hopkins, George Marshall and Admiral Ernest King in July 1942, “means
the defeat of Japan, probably without firing a shot or losing a life.” So
American wartime policy was set. Prime effort in Europe, little effort in
Asia, as little engagement of the Japanese mainland as possible, indeed a
maximum use of technology, and a war which reflected that faith in
technology—island hopping, moving from island to island securing bases
for American air power to be aimed at Japan, rather than the more painful
(and postwar politically more profitable) crawling up the mainland.

In Indochina itself, the collapse of the French had given enormous new
momentum to political stirrings among the Vietnamese, and there was a
belief that somehow the great war was being fought for them as well, a
view shared by some Americans, notably their President. Franklin D.
Roosevelt was a man before his time: anticolonialism had not surfaced yet
as the great global movement (though the very war which he was helping to
mastermind would speed the collapse of the old order and the end of
colonialism), but Roosevelt had strong ideas about colonialism that were a
reflection of his own—and his wife’s—domestic political egalitarianism.
He was instinctively on the side of the little man, and anticolonialism
seemed consistent with his own domestic political style; indeed his national
security advisers thought him very soft on the dangers of world
Communism. He saw a role for the United States as a symbol of the new
freedoms, and he was intuitively receptive to the idea that the many poor of
the world would turn against the few rich. If Roosevelt did not like
colonialism in general, he did not like French colonialism in particular. Part
of this was due to his general annoyance with France as an ally during the
war, part of it to his special pique with Charles de Gaulle, Roosevelt’s
failure to understand the unique role which that particular leader had chosen
to play, grandeur in absentia. The French, Roosevelt was fond of telling
people, had been in Indochina for fifty years and the people were worse off



than when they had arrived. He had determined that the French would not
automatically come back and reassert their control over Indochina; there
would be some kind of international trusteeship, and if the French came
back at all, it would be as some sort of partner in the trusteeship. But though
this idea was real and he talked of it with a few close advisers, Roosevelt
was, as the war progressed, an overburdened, exhausted man who was
preoccupied with too many decisions of greater immediacy. There were no
plans on Indochina, no inner workings of the bureaucracy set in motion on a
postwar philosophy of colonial policy. On January 1, 1945, Roosevelt wrote
a note to Edward Stettinius, his Secretary of State, saying: “I still do not
want to get mixed up in any Indochina decision. It is a matter for post-war.
By the same token I do not want to get mixed in any military effort towards
the liberation of Indochina from the Japanese. . . .”

At the Yalta meeting between Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt in
February, the question of Indochina was discussed. Charles Bohlen’s notes
record that Roosevelt had a trusteeship in mind; further that the British did
not like the idea because of its implications for Burma. The notes also
reveal the ingenuousness of Western leaders talking about Asians in that
period, and a first hint of the French desire to return:

The President said that the Indochinese were people of small stature like the Javanese and
Burmese and were not warlike. . . . he said that General de Gaulle had asked for ships to transport
French forces to Indochina. Marshal Stalin inquired where de Gaulle was going to get the troops.
The President replied that de Gaulle said he was going to find the troops when the President could
find the ships, but the President added that up to the present he had been unable to find the ships.

Less than a month later, on March 15, 1945, Roosevelt asked Charles
Taussig, a State Department adviser on Caribbean affairs, to give him
guidance on colonial questions for the forthcoming United Nations meeting.
The conversation reflected more clearly than anything else the crystallizing
of Roosevelt’s feeling about both the French and the area. Taussig recorded
the conversation for the Department:



The President said he is much concerned about the brown people in the East. He said that there
are 1,100,000,000 brown people. In many eastern countries they are ruled by a handful of whites
and they resent it. Our goal must be to help them achieve independence—1,100,000,000 potential
enemies are dangerous. He said he included the 450,000,000 Chinese in that. He then added,
Churchill doesn’t understand this. The President said he thought we might have some difficulties
with France in the matter of colonies. I said that I thought that was quite probable and it was also
probable that the British would use the French as a “stalking horse.” I asked the President if he had
changed his ideas on French Indochina as he had expressed them to us at the luncheon with
Stanley [Colonel Oliver Stanley, the British Secretary of State for the Colonies, who had lunched
with Roosevelt and Taussig on January 16]. He said no, he had not changed his ideas: that French
Indochina and New Caledonia should be taken from France and put under a trusteeship. The
President hesitated a moment and then said—Well if we can get the proper pledge from France to
assume for herself the obligations of a trustee, then I would agree to France retaining these
colonies with the proviso that independence was the ultimate goal. I asked the President if he
would settle for dominion status. He said no—it must be independence. He said that is to be the
policy, and you can quote it in the State Department.

This was to be the high-water mark of American governmental interest in
pure anticolonialism in Indochina. Roosevelt’s interest was strictly
personal. He was supported neither by his bureaucracy (even at State the
dominant force was the European desk, which reflected the views of the
existing colonial powers), nor by his national security people (who were
more sympathetic to the old allies, and who held to the military view that
broad anticolonialism might threaten U.S. rights to its own Pacific
possessions), nor by his traditional European allies. To bring the
bureaucracy with him would have been a considerable struggle, something
he could have done, but there was not enough time. By the same token, it
would have taken a considerable amount of political effort to withstand the
pressure from old traditional allies, anxious to reassert their colonial
control, to go back to business as usual in areas they claimed to know best,
particularly if the threat of Communism were entwined with the new Asian
nationalism.

That this latter was the case became clear in March 1945 when De Gaulle
summoned the American ambassador to France, Jefferson Caffery, to
discuss U.S. aid for French troops to return to Indochina. The French had
appealed for American aid and had been told none would be forthcoming.
Now De Gaulle told Caffery that there was an expeditionary force ready to



go, but promised British transport had failed to materialize, largely, he
gathered, because of American pressure. “This worries me a great deal,” De
Gaulle said, “and it comes at a particularly inopportune time. As I told Mr.
[Harry] Hopkins when he was here, we do not understand your policy.
What are you driving at? Do you want us to become, for example, one of
the federated states under the Russian aegis? The Russians are advancing
apace, as you well know. When Germany falls, they will be upon us. If the
public here comes to realize that you are against us in Indochina, there will
be terrific disappointment and nobody knows to what that will lead. We do
not want to become Communist; we do not want to fall into the Russian
orbit, but I hope you will not push us into it.” It was a significant response;
it reflected not only the intention of the French to return to Indochina, but it
also, for the first time, raised the question of Communism in the context of
Vietnam; those who did not help the colonialists would be helping the
Communists.

A few short weeks later Roosevelt was dead, and with him any hope for a
genuine declared policy of anticolonialism for Vietnam. He was the only
high player truly committed to the idea of keeping the French out. The other
principals would reflect their own bureaucratic weight: State the pressure
from the European allies, the military the pressure to keep bases. Indeed,
Roosevelt’s death was a signal to the Europeanists in the State Department
that the road was cleared, and since the one high official who might have
been a real enemy was out of the way, they moved immediately to present
Truman with a fait accompli policy in Indochina. Within a week the
Europeanists in the Department acted: they quietly prepared a paper on
Indochina saying that U.S. policy was to support the French position, and to
work through the French in that region. Before handing it to superiors, they
needed the concurrence of their colleagues in Southeast Asia, and so at five
o’clock the paper was handed to Abbott Low Moffatt, the Department
officer responsible for Southeast Asia, with a note that it was to go to the
White House at nine the next morning. Moffatt, who was deeply committed
to the cause of Asian nationalism, immediately understood what the game
was and blocked the memo. But it signified to him that with Roosevelt
gone, it was all going to be much tougher, that the French desk would be
more aggressive.



The very organization of the Department in those days was the basic
problem for the Asian officers. Asia was not a separate area; instead the
colonies were handled through the European nations, and concurrent
jurisdiction was required for policy changes. That meant that on any serious
question involving a territory supposedly emerging from colonialism, both
the European and Asian divisions had to agree before the question could go
to a higher official. Effectively this meant that the French people would
concur with the French policy of returning to Indochina, the Asian people
would oppose it vigorously and the question would go to the next level,
where officials would bounce it back down, suggesting that everyone get
together on this. The result, of course, was that this favored the status quo,
and the European division. A neutral policy was no policy: the French
would do as they pleased. They were important, Asians were not. France
was wealk, its pride hurt; it had to be coddled. American policy in Indochina
would begin, rooted not so much in anti-Communism—that was secondary
—as in indifference. John Carter Vincent, then Director of Far Eastern
Affairs (comparable to the later Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern
Affairs), would recall fighting for a different policy, warning what so
indifferent an attitude would mean in the long run, and being told by
George Kennan: “John Carter, your views on Asian policy are quite sound
from the traditional U.S. standpoint, but the immediate problem is to
maintain the morale of Europe and its will to resist the Communist
challenge.”

The U.S. government knew what was going to happen in Vietnam, but
committed to its European allies, it could not or would not use any leverage
to change the course. The division in the government between its instincts
for global power and its brain—a split which would haunt us right through
1965—was spelled out in June 1945 when Colonel Stimson asked the State
Department to prepare a paper on the future of Asia. The paper clearly
reflected the split between the European peoples and the Asian peoples
(“The United States government may properly continue to state the political
principle which it has frequently announced, that dependent peoples should
be given the opportunity, if necessary after an adequate period of
preparation, to achieve an increased measure of self-government, but it
should avoid any course of action which would seriously impair the unity of



the major United Nations . . .”). The paper then forecast quite accurately
that Vietnamese political aspirations and consciousness, which had been
increasing sharply in the nineteen-thirties and were more heightened than
ever, would lead the Vietnamese to fight the French, and that the French
would have “serious difficulty in overcoming this opposition and re-
establishing French control.” Knowing this, the U.S. government did
nothing; it already feared French weakness in Europe and it was not about
to pressure a weak and proud ally.

The intelligence people at State were not the only ones who knew the
French would have trouble. In Vietnam, General Jacques Philippe Leclerc,
De Gaulle’s favorite general, landed to take charge of French forces. After a
tour of the country he was fully aware of the political-military problems
that lay ahead. Turning to his political adviser, Paul Mus, he said, “It would
take five hundred thousand men to do it, and even then, it could not be
done.”

In France no one listened to either Leclerc or Mus, and in Washington no
one listened to the young American political officers warning of the coming
struggle. The idea of Asian rebels standing up to a powerful Western army
was preposterous at the time. No one had yet heard of political war, of
Mao’s concept of fish swimming in the ocean of the people, of Asian
guerrillas giving the European country the cities and strangling them by
holding the countryside; of an army losing battle after battle but winning
the people and thus the war. Instead the important thing in Washington was
to strengthen France, and in Paris the important thing was to regain France’s
tarnished greatness. One did not restore greatness by giving in to Asian
bandits. One restored greatness by force. And so in 1945 and 1946 it
became increasingly clear that negotiations between France and the
Vietminh would fail; France was too proud to deal with these little yellow
men. The Asian-oriented officers in the State Department desperately
pleaded with their superiors to pressure France to have real negotiations, to
give the Vietnamese some sort of independence, warning that war was on
its way and that it would do no one any good, least of all France. These
pleas evoked much condescension among the European experts, who
scorned this emotionalism, this panic. When Moffatt warned of the rising



tide of anger and resentment in Vietnam, of the willingness and capacity of
the Vietminh to fight, he was told by his colleagues and superiors not to be
so emotional. This talk about nationalism was all Japanese propaganda, he
was told; they had heard it before, they knew what the Japanese had been
up to out there, trying to stir up these people. It would all pass. The
Vietnamese wanted it the old way, they knew their limitations. And when
Moffatt and his aides continued to argue and fight, he was told that it might
not be a bad idea for certain Americans who had spent a few weeks in Asia
to spend a little time with some old-timers out there, some Frenchmen who
had been there all their lives and knew these people. Charlton Ogburn, one
of Moffatt’s field people, would also report on the growing pressure for
independence, of the need to pressure the French to come to terms with it,
and would be told by the French desk that he listened too much to the pitter-
patter of naked little brown feet.

Again and again it was the same thing, and men like Moffatt and Ogburn
were told that they had to be serious about these things. First things first.
They had to see the world in perspective and not become emotional. And so
their efforts had precious little effect. Occasionally a cable would go out to
Paris calling for the American ambassador to pressure the French to do
something about negotiations, but even then they knew it was toned down
by Ambassador Caffery. It was all becoming hopeless, they thought, as
1946 passed and the tensions mounted on both sides. While traveling in
Indochina in December, Moffatt sensed the desperation of the Vietnamese,
saw that no one was talking to anyone any more and that war was
imminent. He cabled Washington, describing the explosive feeling in
Vietnam and offering his good offices as a negotiator to serve between the
French and the Vietminh. The French immediately turned down the offer.
Before the week was out, fighting started. The war was on, and though the
Americans began by standing on the sidelines, neutral but somewhat
sympathetic to the Vietminh but being realistic about Europe, they would
soon find themselves slowly drawn into the conflict, first to support the
French, eventually to replace them. But the policy began in indifference,
and even in the early years Lauriston Sharpe, a Cornell anthropologist who
had served in the area during the war and who remained to work for the
State Department, would complain bitterly about the lack of American



leadership, about the vacuum which the United States had helped create.
One telegram from the United States, he told Ogburn, and it could all have
been avoided, all this bloodshed. If in March 1946, when the French had
signed a preliminary accord with the Vietminh recognizing them as a
legitimate authority—an agreement from which they quickly reneged—if
then the United States had been wise enough to send a telegram
congratulating Paris on its forward-looking leadership and announcing that
the United States was sending a minister to Hanoi, all this could have been
avoided, all the heartache erased. Perhaps that was too strong, one telegram
would have meant little, but the truth was that during the crucial months
and years, the U.S. policy, despite all its commitments to freedom,
independence and anticolonialism, had permitted an ally to start a bitter and
foolish colonial war. Without raising a finger or sending any real telegrams.



Chapter Six

In Asia, the first confrontation would take place over Laos. Even before
Kennedy took office he had met with President Eisenhower, whose proudest
boast for his term of office would be that no shooting war had started during
his two-term Presidency; and that man of peace had shocked Kennedy by
saying that it looked like we might have to go to war over Laos. It was the
day before the Kennedy inauguration, and each man had been surrounded
by members of his team, Kennedy guided through the rituals by Clark
Clifford, the skilled Democratic link to the past who had handled Kennedy’s
part of the transition period. It was a somber meeting. The great crisis,
Eisenhower said, was in Southeast Asia, Laos was the key to it. If we let
Laos fall, we have to write off the whole area. We must not, Eisenhower
said with considerable emotion, permit a Communist takeover. We should
get the South-East Asia Treaty Organization or perhaps the International
Control Commission for Laos to help us defend the freedom of the country.
We should get allies, perhaps the British, but failing that, we must do it
unilaterally, a last desperate measure if necessary, he said. Both his
outgoing secretaries, Christian Herter at State and Thomas Gates at
Defense, supported this intervention. Kennedy asked quietly how long it
would take to get troops into Laos. Gates said twelve to seventeen days, less
time if they were already in the Pacific. It was not an encouraging answer.
Kennedy left the meeting profoundly shaken; the old President, who had
come to symbolize peace, was now offering his young successor a war in
Southeast Asia over Laos, and was of course offering his support from the
farm in Gettysburg. But go to war over Laos? This from Eisenhower, the
fumbling, placid man whose lack of will and lack of national purpose the
Democrats and Kennedy had just finished decrying.



At that point Laos seemed a dubious proposition; if ever anything was an
invention of the Cold War and its crisis psychology, it was the illusion of
Laos. It was a landlocked country, a part of the Indochina nation, and the
Laotians, a peaceful people living on the China border, had managed to
participate as little as possible in the French Indochina war. Of the
Indochinese peoples it was the Vietnamese and particularly the North
Vietnamese who were considered warriors, but Dulles had decided to turn
Laos into what he called “a bastion of the free world.” It was the least likely
bastion imaginable; it seemed like a country created by Peter Ustinov for
one of his plays. The best writing about its military and political turmoil
was found not on the front pages of the great newspapers, but rather in the
satire of Russell Baker and Art Buchwald. Its people were sleepy,
unwarlike, uninterested in the great issues of ideology; yet unlikely or not,
it bore the imprimatur of American foreign policy of that era: the search for
an Asian leader who told us what we wanted to hear, the creation of an
army in our image, the injection of Cold War competition rather than an
attempt to reduce tension and concentrate on legitimate local grievances or
an attempt to identify with nationalist stirrings, no matter how faint. Since
there was neither a hot nor a cold war in Laos, the problem fell between
State and Defense—the very small war, semi-covert—and thus it was a CIA
show, the country perilously close to being a CIA colony (in the sense that
the local airline was run by the CIA, and a good many of the bureaucratic
jobs were financed by the CIA).

Our man there, so to speak, was a general named Phoumi Nosavan, a
right-wing strong man, to use the phrase of that era, but more of a comic-
strip figure. Meeting him in Washington for the first time, Kennedy said, “If
that’s our strong man, we’re in trouble.” On a more practical level, he found
Phoumi so small that he, assuming that generals are bigger than privates,
called for an immediate check on weapons carried by Laotians, knowing
instantly that the basic American infantry weapon, the M-1, was too large
for them. Since 1958, Phoumi had lived well off the Cold War, like many a
strong man, but there were additional benefits to being a Laotian military
leader: he was also in the opium trade, from which he profited considerably.
He had an army handsomely paid, but worthless in battle. “Your chief of
staff couldn’t lead a platoon around a corner to buy a newspaper,” the



American ambassador, Winthrop Brown, once told him. “I know,” Phoumi
answered, “but he’s loyal.” When once, by mistake and by lack of
opposition, his troops captured Vientiane, the Laotian capital, Phoumi
refused to go there for the swearing in of his government because his
soothsayer had warned that he would die a violent death.

While American policy might have worked to diminish international
tensions, and indeed the very importance of Laos, it had done quite the
opposite. During the Dulles years, when neutralism was considered
somewhat sinful, the Americans had deliberately sabotaged indigenous
Laotian attempts, led by their ruler, Prince Souvanna Phouma, at neutralism
and a coalition government between the various factions. Graham Parsons,
ambassador to Laos during the latter Dulles years, when American
ambassadors in Asia were particularly rigid in their anti-Communism, later
testified before a congressional committee: “I struggled for sixteen months
to prevent a coalition.” With our money, our CIA men and our control of
the Royal Laotian Army, we had in fact systematically destroyed the
neutralist government of Souvanna, eventually forcing the neutralists to the
side of the Communist Pathet Lao (though in 1962 we would spend
millions and millions of dollars to re-create the very neutralist government
we had toppled). One month before Kennedy entered office in 1961
Souvanna had fled to Thailand, and Kong Le, the military leader of the
neutralist forces who wanted above all to be left alone, had joined the
Pathet Lao to fight against General Phoumi’s army. In the next two months,
skirmishes took place (the Laotian civil war, which flared up periodically,
was distinguished by considerable journalistic coverage, troops moving
through on sweeps, maps on the front pages of American newspapers, and
the fact that there were almost never any casualties). When the two sides
finally met in early February on the strategically important Plain of Jars,
General Phoumi’s army, better equipped, better paid, predictably broke and
ran. As they ran, the Kennedy Administration had its first Asian crisis.

It was the classic crisis, the kind that the policy makers of the Kennedy era
enjoyed, taking an event and making it greater by their determination to



handle it, the attention focused on the White House. During the next two
months, officials were photographed briskly walking (almost trotting) as
they came and went with their attaché cases, giving their No comment’s, the
blending of drama and power, everything made a little bigger and more
important by their very touching it. Power and excitement come to
Washington. There were intense conferences, great tensions, chances for
grace under pressure. Being in on the action. At the first meeting
McNamara forcefully advocated arming half a dozen AT6s (obsolete World
War II fighter planes) with 100-1b. bombs, and letting them go after the bad
Laotians. It was a strong advocacy; the other side had no air power. Thus
we would certainly win; technology and power could do it all. (“When a
newcomer enters the field [of foreign policy],” Chester Bowles wrote in a
note to himself at the time, “and finds himself confronted by the nuances of
international questions he becomes an easy target for the military-CIA-
paramilitary-type answers which can be added, subtracted, multiplied or
divided. . . .”) Rusk, who had seen the considerable limits of air power in
jungle terrain when he was in the China-Burma-India theater during the
war, gently dampened the idea; in addition, given the size of the Plain of
Jars, the effectiveness of six small fighter-bombers was bound to be limited.

There were other ideas; some of the civilians were interested in the
possibility of a quick strike at the Plain of Jars, an airborne landing. Could
we get them in there? Kennedy asked the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. “We
can get them in there, all right,” General Lemnitzer answered. “It’s getting
them out that worries me.” What quickly became clear was that the military,
particularly the Army, were in no rush to fight a ground war in Laos. The
Army still felt itself badly burned by its experience in Korea, where it had
fought a war which was immensely frustrating for commanders who felt
they were sacrificing their men for limited political objectives, a kind of
rationing of men for politics, which was difficult for officers to come to
terms with. In addition, the impact of the Eisenhower years on the Army,
years of cutback and depletion, had left the strategic reserve seriously
reduced. “If we put as many as one hundred and twenty-five thousand into
Southeast Asia, we wouldn’t be able to fight a war in Florida,” one general
told the President. Yet the Chiefs of Staff did not recommend against the
Laotian commitment; rather, they said that if we were to get involved, we



should go in with a large force, and the use of force should be open-ended
—thus the possible use of nuclear weapons was implicit. They wanted
250,000 men for the invasion. At one of the National Security Council
meetings someone asked what would happen if the Chinese came in—in
that case a quarter of a million Americans would not be enough. “We’ll take
care of that,” Lemnitzer answered somewhat vaguely. But when the
civilians pursued the questioning, it became clear that if the Chinese or the
Soviets moved in combat troops, the main military contingency plan would
be the use of nuclear weapons.

Kennedy in particular was annoyed because he felt the Chiefs were not
being candid; that they were building a record against him, covering
themselves against an invasion and putting the onus on him; that they were
hiding behind the nuclear weapons, and yet not stating the case explicitly.
(The same ambiguity would recur without fail as the Laotian crisis
resurfaced from time to time, usually in the rainy seasons, when the Pathet
Lao could move with greater protection. A year later there was a new
Laotian crisis, and after a NATO conference in Europe, McNamara went
back via Saigon to meet with top U.S. officials. He asked each one in turn
what the United States should do. First was Admiral Harry Felt, commander
of all American forces in the Pacific. “We have the Seventh Fleet and we
have the planes to wipe Tchepone off the face of the earth.” Then
McNamara turned to Lemnitzer. “Well, Lem, what do you think?” “I don’t
think air power alone will do it. We need to challenge them on the ground.
Secure the Mekong. Use SEATO Plan Five . . . Put some men in there.”
Then to General Paul Harkins, commander of Military Assistance in
Vietnam: “Paul, you’re the theater commander, what do you think?” “I
think the situation is very serious. Naturally we have to respond. We have to
impress the Communists with the seriousness of our intention. And yet we
must act within our capabilities.” McNamara then turned to Ambassador
Frederick Nolting, who replied, “I look upon our Asian policy having two
pillars, South Vietnam and Thailand. Laos is the keystone supporting them.
If the keystone falls, the pillars will collapse.” It was all fairly chilling, and
McNamara, a little better informed than the year before when he lived in a
world of AT®6s, said, “Let me play the devil’s advocate: if we intervene in
Laos, if we overfly North Vietnam, will the Chinese let us do it? Lem, you



want to use the SEATO plan. What will Hanoi do? Will they just sit there or
will they come in?” Then he leaned back. “Now let us get down to it.” He
waited. Their staffs had long since left the room. What ensued was one of
the longest and most appalling silences McNamara had ever sat through.
They had all been pushing hard, willing to commit troops, in effect go to
war if necessary, but they had given little or no thought to what the other
side might do. Now they had no answers, nothing to say.)

It was at this point in the first Laotian crisis that Harriman entered the
picture, in April 1961. He was a man who had lived through most of the
past Cold War policies and had helped create them, but he was not tied to
them; above all, he was not an ideologue. He was a man of power, but he
knew that power was always changing, also that the most dangerous thing
about power is to employ it where it is not applicable, and he had serious
doubts about the value of an American commitment to Laos. He differed
from the other high officials in understanding that the pluralism of the
Communist world was a real thing, that it had changed, that the Communist
world was in flux. As it was changing, genuine new opportunities would
present themselves and he was determined that this Administration take
advantage of them, and that he play a part. It was something in the darker
days of 1961 that he never lost sight of and he would see to it that the
chance for progress was interrupted as little as possible. As roving
ambassador he had talked with Khrushchev, who had not thought Laos was
worth war (“Why take the risk?” Khrushchev told Ambassador Llewellyn
Thompson. “It will fall into our lap like a rotten apple”). In March,
Harriman had arranged to see Souvanna Phouma, the neutralist leader the
United States had succeeded in ousting. They met at an airport in New
Delhi, and although they shared no common language, Harriman had
broken through. He came away convinced that this was a man you could
deal with, that he represented something viable in Laos.

He had returned to Washington, and knowing the importance of
repetition within a government, he had started repeating a litany whenever
he could at Washington meetings, at dinner parties—Souvanna Phouma,



Souvanna Phouma, Souvanna Phouma—until at a certain point close
friends were somewhat alarmed; perhaps this time Averell really was
showing his age. It was not long after that Kennedy assigned him the job of
getting a Laotian settlement at the conference in Geneva in May; it was not
something he particularly wanted, and it was distant from the area of his
prime concern. He did not think a decent settlement was really possible, but
it was a job; he was underemployed and he needed to show these young
people that he could run with them. He was willing to work for an accord,
however, not just because he had a high opinion of Souvanna but because
he had also formed a low opinion of the right-wing forces there (arriving in
Vientiane, he sensed that the right-wing forces had no legitimacy, were an
American creation; when CIA agents gave him carefully prepared briefings
on the Laotian desires for freedom, they were annoyed to find Harriman
simply turning off his hearing aid. They had no answers he was interested
in). Indeed, the way he carried out what he himself would describe as a
“good bad deal” so impressed the President that Harriman started an
upward journey which might have brought him the Secretary’s job itself
were it not for the assassination.

Harriman himself did not have great hopes for the mission, but he went at
it doggedly. At one point a friend asked how it was going, and he answered,
“Just about as unsatisfactorily as we expected.” He was appalled by the size
of the mission he took over in Geneva, and by the amount of deadwood. He
did, however, like one member of the staff, Bill Sullivan, a thirty-eight-
year-old officer way down the list in seniority. Bill Sullivan had served in
Asia as a young man and did not seem to spout the clichés of most of the
mission, and Harriman immediately offered him a job as his deputy.
Sullivan declined, noting there were a dozen people senior to himself in the
mission. Several days later Harriman called Sullivan in again and offered
him the same job; by this time he had sent home everyone senior to
Sullivan. This did not endear him to some of the departed who were
connected with the Department’s traditionalists, and as he continued to
negotiate with the Soviet delegate, G. M. Pushkin, there were mutterings
that he was giving away too much of Laos, that great bastion. “I think the
next cable will be signed 'Pushkin,” ” said one high-level official.
Harriman’s reaction when he heard of the remark was swift and devastating



(he was not called “The Crocodile” for nothing), he decided that the man be
transferred to . . . he thought for a minute and then chose . . . Afghanistan.

In Geneva he worked single-handedly toward the neutral settlement,
trying to convince the Soviets that they had little to lose, that the real
problem for them was the Chinese, and that neutralism was more of a
problem for the Chinese than for the Russians. At one point during the
negotiations Pat Moynihan, who had worked for him during the Albany
days, ran into him in Geneva.

“What are you doing now?” he asked Harriman.

“Oh, I’m just waiting. We’ve done all the talking we can do. And the
Russians are making up their minds and I’'m waiting for them. That’s all,
waiting.”

Eventually a neutralist agreement met with all the delegates’ approval,
much to the anger of the hard-liners such as Alsop, who said it reminded
him of the White Queen in Alice in Wonderland teaching herself to believe
six impossible things before breakfast. So the Kennedy Administration had
moved away from force in Laos, but not without first a show of force, by
stationing U.S. Marines on Okinawa and in Japan for possible forays into
the Mekong Valley, and not without a grand son et lumiére show, a
television spectacular starring Kennedy himself, with maps, charts, clichés
about Laotian freedom being tied to American freedom. “The security of all
Southeast Asia will be endangered if Laos loses its neutral independence.
Its own safety runs with the safety of us all. I know that every American
will want his country to honor its obligations to the point that freedom and
security of the free world and ourselves may be achieved,” he said on
television, while telling Arthur Schlesinger at lunch of the discrepancy
between what he thought he could say and what he believed: “We cannot
accept a visible humiliation.” The opposition to the use of force at the high
levels of the U.S. government was remarkably frail; the President himself,
wiser now (he would say later that the Bay of Pigs had saved us from going
to war in Laos), still felt that he could not be candid about the stakes or lack
thereof in Laos.



So the Laotian crisis had been brought to a successful negotiated
settlement, but it was an eerie and unsettling experience to the men in
Washington, for they had come far too close to involvement within a
country where the faction they supported lacked any chance of success.
What really saved the United States from confrontation in Laos was not the
Bay of Pigs, or even Harriman, but the Laotians themselves. For the Pathet
Lao were not a classic guerrilla force. If Phoumi was a foolish figure,
Souphanuvong, leader of the Pathet Lao, was a Communist counterpart.
Neither he nor his people had invested the kind of sacrifice and
commitment to the struggle that the Vietcong had in South Vietnam; the
force and dynamism of the Indochinese guerrilla movement had never
really touched Laos. A major Communist power, such as the Soviet Union,
could in fact serve as a broker for an agreement, which it could not do in
Vietnam, where the indigenous Communist force was all that mattered.
(This led to a misconception in Washington: a belief that the Russians, if
they wanted to, could control and negotiate events in Vietnam as they did in
Laos, and that eventually the Russians would help us out.) In Vietnam,
however, the Americans would learn that the indigenous force was far more
real, far tougher (the very quality of the fiber of the Vietnamese people
which encouraged Washington to make a stand in Vietnam instead of in
Laos would work against us there as well). In Vietnam a dynamic, relentless
guerrilla movement was in the fifteenth year of an endless struggle to take
over and unify the whole country, and for the leaders of that movement
what the United States did or did not do was irrelevant. They would
continue at their own pace. In addition, if the Communist investment in
Laos was marginal, so was the American one, compared to Vietnam.
Phoumi may have been a strong man, but no one would ever accuse him of
being a Miracle Man, as Diem was called, for in Vietnam we had
committed more, made more speeches, trained more troops. There was the
beginning of a Vietnam lobby in the United States, and in fact both the
President and his father had in some way been part of it.

With luck the United States had managed to stay out of Laos, and though
there were protests from the hard-liners, most of the country greeted the
decision not to fight either with boredom and indifference or with relief.
There was one small footnote to the Geneva agreement, and though it did



not seem important at the time, in retrospect it would take on considerable
significance. After the agreement had been reached, Kennedy assigned his
own liaison man with Harriman, the young Wall Street lawyer Michael
Forrestal, to brief Lyndon Johnson on the settlement. Johnson, of course,
already knew of the accords, and Forrestal arrived to find that the meeting
had been arranged so that Forrestal would get there about ten minutes after
Johnson’s masseur had arrived. Forrestal began to discuss the accords, only
to find himself blocked again and again by the masseur. Forrestal spoke, the
masseur chopped, Forrestal spoke, the masseur rubbed. For ten minutes
Forrestal tried to explain the agreement and found no way of getting
Johnson’s attention; it was, Forrestal thought at the time, and even more so
later, Johnson’s way of showing contempt for the Laotian accords.

Of all the members of the new Administration only one man besides
Bowles had ever shown much interest in the underdeveloped world, or
much feel for it. It was not McNamara, for whom it might have factored in
as a potential future market for the 1980s, or Rusk, who felt himself more
sympathetic to the colored of the world than Acheson, but had managed to
deliver some of the State Department’s best speeches in defense of the
French position in Indochina; nor Bundy, who was classically a man of the
Atlantic. It was, oddly enough, John F. Kennedy. He had been to Indochina
twice, in 1951 and 1953, once as a congressman and once as a senator: the
first time he was met at the airport by half the French army ready to brief
him, to convince him of victory, to introduce him to a few Vietnamese
officers bursting from their paratroop uniforms to prove to him how
committed the natives were to a French type of freedom. He went to the
official briefings, but he also jumped the traces, got the names of the best
reporters in town and showed up unannounced at their apartments, looking
so young and innocent that they had trouble believing that he was really a
member of the Congress of the United States. There he asked his own
questions and got very different briefings from the official ones: the
pessimism was considerable, the Vietminh were winning the war, and the
French were not giving any real form of independence to the Vietnamese
(ironically, a dozen years later in exactly the same situation, on the same



soil, Kennedy would rage at the reporters for their pessimism, while at the
same time occasionally confiding in Schlesinger that he learned more from
their dispatches than he could from his generals and ambassadors. In 1952
he was particularly impressed with the work of one reporter, Homer Bigart,
then of the New York Herald Tribune, and wrote him a personal letter of
congratulation, while a decade later his embassy in Saigon singled out the
same skeptical and pessimistic Bigart, by then with the New York Times, as
the major problem in winning the war). He also met at length with Edmund
A. Gullion, a young foreign service officer who was the leader of the
dissenters at the mission (starting a friendship which would continue for ten
years, with Gullion eventually becoming his ambassador to the Congo). He
finally told Gullion that he was right, there had to be more pressure on the
French to give independence (“This is going to cost me some votes with my
French Catholic constituents, but it seems like the right thing to do”).

Those trips to Vietham had begun Kennedy’s education on the
underdeveloped world and colonialism. Later he spoke twice against the
French position in Indochina (there was a third speech on Vietnam, which
was pro-Diem) and continued with a major address against the French
position in Algeria. It was not an expression of great passion, rather it was a
reflection of his almost Anglicized nature, his distaste for colonial
callousness and vulgarity. He did not like the French colonial officials; they
seemed stupid and insensitive, trying to hold on to something in a world
which had already changed. In addition, he felt a distaste for the harshness
that their particular role apparently brought about. They were bad
politicians and they were living in the past; by contrast, he was impressed
with what the British had done in India, leaving when they should, with
none of the worst predicted consequences taking place.

Kennedy’s understanding of Indochina was not, aides would recall,
particularly sophisticated; it was more an intuitive feeling, and he was less
than anxious to see the countless Vietnamese exiles who headed for his
office. But having sensed which way the wind was blowing in Vietnam, he
continued with much the same feeling about the French colonial war in
Algeria, and his Algerian speech became one of his best known. In June
1957 he talked casually with his staff about the connection between



Vietnam and Algeria and suggested that Fred Holborn, a young speech
writer and former Harvard government instructor, write the outline of a
speech. Holborn came up with what was essentially a critique of the
colonial position; Kennedy thereupon surprised Holborn by sharpening the
arguments rather than softening them, as he usually did. The speech was a
good one, and it went against the traditional foreign policy of supporting the
French blindly no matter what they did, on the grounds that our oldest ally
was also a weak oldest ally, given to great internal division and lack of
fiber, and thus might come apart at the slightest prod of an American finger.
Just how rigid and centrist American foreign policy was at that moment
could be judged by the vehemence of the reaction to so mild a speech. It
was hardly a radical speech; yet it was criticized not only by Eisenhower
and Dulles’ allies in the Republican party, but by the New York Times, by
Adlai Stevenson, and of course by Dean Acheson. How could he do this, he
was damaging an ally; he was young and inexperienced, he lacked
expertise, this was a serious business, criticizing your own country and an
ally over foreign policy. Hervé Alphand, the French ambassador in
Washington, went to see him to present an official complaint. Kennedy
deliberately kept Alphand waiting, then again, deliberately, served him a
terrible lunch, and did not back down a bit. Instead he went right at
Alphand, reminding him how little support the war really had in France.

It was the first major speech for Kennedy on an international issue, and
the first time a speech brought him serious criticism. Later he would recall
that it was also the only speech he had made which helped him after he
became President; it gave him an identification with independence
movements throughout the world. But he was, he told aides, wary of being
known as the Senator from Algeria and immediately looked around for
another country to give a speech on, choosing Poland this time, a
reasonably safe and secure topic, since he could be for freedom without
offending his constituents. Yet his overall view on colonialism was now
clearly stated, it was above all rational and fatalistic. It wasn’t that he liked
Algerians or Vietnamese. He was bored by them; their intensity and
parochial views did not much interest him. He was intrigued by some of the
revolutionary figures; they, unlike some of the bureaucratic figures in the
underdeveloped world, caught his imagination.



It was almost as if the colonialists’ lack of style offended him the most,
and this was not surprising, because the thirty-fifth President of the United
States paid great attention to style; style for him and for those around him
came perilously close to substance. He did not like people who were messy
and caused problems, nor did he like issues that were messy and caused
problems. He would make his own limited commitment to Vietnam in a few
short months, not so much to embrace the issue as to get rid of it, to push it
away. He was the new American breed, not ideological, and wary of those
who were; among the most frequently quoted remarks of the 1960
campaign was the fact that he did not like the doctrinaire liberals of the
Americans for Democratic Action, he did not feel comfortable with them.

Kennedy was committed only to rationality and brains, nothing more.
Rational decisions were to be welcomed; presumably the other side, the
Soviets, would be as rational as we were; they would, despite a different
language and a different system, have the same basic symmetry of survival
and thus the same basic symmetry of rationality: they would no more want
Moscow destroyed by a nuclear attack over a squabble about the access
routes to Berlin than we would want Washington blown up.

Kennedy was almost British in his style. Grace under pressure was that
much-quoted phrase describing a quality which Kennedy so admired, and
so wanted as a description of his own behavior. It was very much a British
quality: to undergo great hardship and stress and never flinch, never show
emotion. Weaker, less worthy Mediterranean peoples showed emotion when
pressure was applied, but the British kept both their upper and lower lips
stiff. The British were loath to show their emotions, and so was Jack
Kennedy. He could forgive his opponent Richard Nixon for many of the
egregious slurs Nixon had cast upon the Democratic party in the 1950s, but
he could not forgive him for his lack of style and class in permitting Pat
Nixon to be shown on Election Night 1960 as she seemed to be close to a
breakdown. Kennedy himself was always uneasy with emotion; James
MacGregor Burns would note that when, as President, Kennedy visited
Ireland and thousands upon thousands of Irishmen wildly cheered, his
reaction was to tug self-consciously at his tie and straighten it. His style and
speeches were restrained, as if to contrast them with the exhibitionism



which had been identified with the Irish politicians of another era, most
notably his own grandfather, Honey Fitz Fitzgerald.

He did not like people who pushed and crowded him, who told him of
their cause or their problems. He wanted in his career no one’s problems but
his own. He had come to the Presidency at an important time in American
history, when many of the forces which had produced the worst and most
emotional tensions of the Cold War were fast ebbing, but when American
political rhetoric had not yet adapted to those changes. As a political figure
his perceptions were particularly good, and he was more sensitive to
changes in the world than most of his contemporaries; but as a political
figure he was cautious and almost timid. If the world was changing and the
Cold War tensions were abating, he did not intend to accelerate those
changes at the risk of his own career; he wanted to keep up with them, but
not to be either ahead of the changes or behind them.

For the thirty-fifth President of the United States was a classic expression
of the democratic-elitist society which had produced him in the middle part
of the twentieth century. As the country expanded, the old elites in the East
had opened up their universities to the best qualified of the new elites, and
his education had been superb. As the Democratic party had been the
natural home of the newer immigrant groups of America, so he and his
family had made their way to that refuge, though by economic impulse their
more natural home would have been the Republican party. As money was
important in American egalitarian politics, he was at once very rich without
seeming rich or snobbish and he spent his money wisely and judiciously,
allowing it to make his political way easier, yet using it in ways which were
carefully designed not to offend his more egalitarian constituency. So it was
not surprising that many of his fellow citizens found reassurance in the fact
that he was President (“Superman in the Supermarket,” Norman Mailer
once wrote of him). In a country which prized men who were successful
and got ahead, he had always been marvelously successful, and he had
gotten ahead. He had made no false moves, no votes had been cast in the
heat of idealism to be regretted later. Each move had always been weighed
with the future in mind. Better no step than a false step. Never would he be



too far ahead of his own constituency, even when that Massachusetts
constituency was wallowing in the worst part of the McCarthy period.

With television emerging in American politics as the main arbiter of
candidates, his looks were striking on the screen, and he was catapulted
forward in his career by his capacity to handle the new medium, thus to be
projected into millions of Protestant homes without looking like a Catholic.
And he was, despite all the advantages, still very hungry; he had all the
advantages of the rich, with none of the disadvantages. The Kennedys had
not grown soft, they still wanted almost desperately those prizes which
were available. It was not by chance that Nelson Rockefeller, the one
candidate who probably could have beaten him in 1960, the Brahmin
WASP Republican with all the advantages of Kennedy, just as photogenic,
just as rich, perhaps not quite as bright, was above all a Rockefeller and
thus lacked the particular hunger, the edge, the requisite totality of desire
for the office, and so even before the primaries had allowed himself to be
bluffed out by Richard Nixon. Lack of hunger was a problem which might
affect subsequent generations of Kennedys, but in 1960 the edge was there.
Nelson Rockefeller’s father had never had to leave one city and move to
another because he felt there was too little social acceptance of his children,
but Joseph Kennedy had moved from Boston to Bronxville for precisely
that reason when his sons were teen-agers.

Yet if many politicians are propelled forward and fed by the tensions and
deprivations of their youth, Kennedy was again different. Being Irish may
have been an incentive; Jack Kennedy felt no insecurity about it. The drive
was there, mixed in with the fatalism about it all. Lyndon Johnson, product
of a poor and maligned section of the country, may never have lost his
feeling of insecurity about his Texas background; Richard Nixon, poor and
graceless and unaccepted as a young man, the classic grind, became the
most private and hidden of politicians, always afraid to reveal himself, but
Kennedy bore no scars. He had been excluded from the top Boston social
circles as a young man, but he felt no great insecurity about it. His social
friends at the White House tended to be the very people who had ruled
those social sets, and he clearly enjoyed having them come to him. But he
was unabashedly proud and sure of himself. Someone like John Kenneth



Galbraith could note that he had never met a man who took such a great
pleasure in simply being himself and had as little insecurity as Kennedy
(which allowed him to accept the failure of the Bay of Pigs, without trying
to pass the blame). Once during the 1960 campaign against Nixon someone
had asked Kennedy if he was exhausted, and he answered no, he was not,
but he felt sorry for Nixon, he was sure Nixon was tired. “Why?” the friend
asked. “Because I know who I am and I don’t have to worry about adapting
and changing. All I have to do at each stop is be myself. But Nixon doesn’t
know who he is, and so each time he makes a speech he has to decide which
Nixon he is, and that will be very exhausting.”

If John Kennedy was cool and above the fray, detached, seeing no
irrationality in the awesome Kennedy family thrust for power, he could well
afford that luxury, for the rage, the rough edges, the totality of commitment
bordering on irrationality belonged to his father. If John Kennedy was
fatalistic about life, Joseph Kennedy was not. You did not accept what life
handed you and then just tried to make the best of it; instead you fought
ferociously for your chance, you pushed aside what stood in your way, the
civilized law of the jungle prevailed. Joe Kennedy was a restless, rough
genius anxious to shed his semi-immigrant status, anxious to avenge old
snubs and hurts; having failed to do so despite his enormous wealth, he was
determined to gain his final acceptance through his sons. What better proof
of Americanization than a son in the White House, a son running the Justice
Department, and a son in the Senate (the last triumph would become
somewhat unsettling to the elder boys, who thought perhaps the family was
overdoing it, though the patriarch himself knew the code better than they—
there was no way of overdoing it). If Joe Kennedy’s daughters had been
sent to the very best Catholic schools, the better to retain the parochialism
and tradition in order to pass it on to his grandchildren, his sons had been
educated exactly for the opposite reasons—to shed it. There would be no
Holy Cross, or Fordham, or Georgetown Law School in their lives. They
were sent instead to the best Eastern Protestant schools, where the British
upper-class values were still in vogue. For Jack it had been Choate, not
Groton or St. Paul’s perhaps, but still a school for proper Christian
gentlemen, who understand duty and obligation, and then Harvard.
Eventually, after the service in World War 11, a political career; the thrust at



the beginning was certainly Joseph Kennedy’s rather than that of his son,
who seemed to be merely pursuing the obligatory career. Later, of course,
there was no absence of his own ambition, and he became a remarkable
American specimen, carrying in him an immigrant family’s rage to get their
due, but carefully concealed behind a cool and elegant fagade: in the prime
of his career in the late fifties as he prepared to run for President, he did not
seem an upstart and an outsider raging to get his due, but rather a very fine,
well brought up young man dealing with an outmoded unfortunate
prejudice. The perfect John O’Hara candidate for President. Once during
his Administration a scandal broke out over the fact that the Metropolitan
Club, Washington’s most elite social and political meeting place, did not
encourage Jewish or Negro membership. Many of Kennedy’s friends
resigned, but not McGeorge Bundy. Kennedy was amused by this and
began to tease Bundy, who became irritated and lashed back. Kennedy, he
said testily, belonged to clubs which did not have many Jews and Negroes,
such as the Links in New York. “Jews and Negroes,” laughed Kennedy.
“Hell, they don’t even allow Catholics!”

He had, both as congressman and senator, avoided attachment to particular
programs, issues or causes; the one issue on which he used the full force of
his intellectual powers during the senatorial period was labor-reform
legislation, a curious passion for a Democratic politician. Hesymbolized
that entire era—post-Depression, postwar, post-McCarthy America.
Ideology seemed finished, humanism was on the decline as a political force;
rationality and intelligence and analysis were the answers. There was no
limit to what brilliant men, untrammeled by ideology and prejudice and
partisanship, could do with their minds in solving the world’s problems.
Indeed, making the case for Kennedy in a 1960 campaign tract, Arthur
Schlesinger wrote:

It should be evident that Kennedy is an exceptionally cerebral figure. By this I mean that his
attitudes proceed to an unusual degree from dispassionate rational analysis. If elected he will be
the most purely cerebral President we have had since Woodrow Wilson. “Purely cerebral” is in this



case a relative term. Wilson’s rationalism masked deep passions, and Kennedy has the normal
human quota of sympathy and prejudice . . .

Good intelligent men could go beyond their own prejudices and escape
the rhetoric of the past. George Kennan, Kennedy’s ambassador to
Yugoslavia, and the most cerebral member of the foreign service himself,
would never be so impressed as when Koca Popovic, the Yugoslav foreign
minister, visited Washington and met with Kennedy. Instead of being filled
with the usual East-West rhetoric and debate, the conversation began with
Kennedy leaning over toward Popovic and asking in a particularly
disarming way, “Mr. Minister, you are a Marxist and the Marxist doctrine
has had certain clear ideas about how things were to develop in this world.
When you look over things that have happened in the years since the
Russian Revolution, does it seem to you that the way the world has been
developing is the way that Marx envisaged it or do you see variations here
or any divergencies from Marxist predictions . . .?”

It was also symbolic of the era that Kennedy wanted to be his own
Secretary of State, not Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare, not
Secretary of Labor, not Attorney General. It was symbolic because in the
universities, in the journals and in the intellectual circles it was generally
held that the real action was in determining the role America played in the
world, rather than redefining America domestically. It was where the
excitement was, this competition with the Soviet Union, a competition of
politics and of economics and ideas. Kennedy believed in it, and so did
other men of power and ambition in that era. Bright young men off the
Eastern campuses went to Mississippi to redefine America in 1964, but in
the 1950s they had gone into the CIA and into the State Department, and
even in 1961 they went into the Peace Corps and the Defense Department.
Even as a congressman Kennedy had asked Ted Sorensen what Cabinet post
he wanted. Sorensen had talked about HEW, but Kennedy was different,
Jack Kennedy as Cabinet officer wanted only State or Defense, that was
where the power was. The real power and resources and energies, financial
and intellectual, of the United States were committed to the cause of the
new American empire, in bringing proof that our system was better than



theirs. Neither Kennedy nor very much of the country, including the press,
was particularly interested in domestic reform. In his inaugural address
Kennedy gave short shrift to domestic issues, and no one criticized him.
Joseph Swidler, chairman of the Federal Power Commission, a man
strongly committed to regulating the big power and utility interest, found
his first year with the Kennedy Administration immensely frustrating. He
had gone to Washington because he had been promised a strong anti-
interest commission. That commission, he soon found out, would not be
forthcoming. It was bogged down in the pluralism of American politics and
by the President’s primary concern with foreign affairs: in order to get his
key foreign aid bills through Congress, Kennedy needed the co-operation of
men like Sam Rayburn and Senator Robert Kerr. The price they exacted
from the President was at the expense of the Federal Power Commission;
they wanted and received men sympathetic to their and the big interests’
views. This left Swidler angry, and with a feeling that he was being
betrayed by the Administration. He would tell friends of how he set out
from his office for the White House to let the President know just how bitter
he felt, with thoughts of resignation flashing through his mind. On the way
he would think of the President’s problems: Berlin. Laos. The Congo.
Disarmament. The Middle East. The foreign aid bill. Khrushchev. All those
burdens. And minute by minute as he approached the office Swidler felt his
anger lessen, until by the time the President’s door opened, he heard his
own voice saying: “What can I do for you, Mr. President?”



Chapter Seven

Yet if there was a problem with the pragmatism of the period, it was that
there were simply too many foreign policy problems, too many crises, each
crowding the others, demanding to be taken care of in that instant. There
was too little time to plan, to think; one could only confront the most
immediate problems and get rid of them piecemeal but as quickly as
possible, or at least postpone any action. Long-range solutions, thoughtful
changes, would have to wait, at least until the second term. And thus it was
the irony of the Kennedy Administration that John Kennedy, rationalist,
pledged above all to rationality, should continue the most irrational of all
major American foreign policies, that policy toward China and the rest of
Asia. He was aware of the change in the Communist world, he was aware
of the split between the Chinese and the Russians; it was, he realized,
something very important. But he would deal with it later.

Early on, when Stevenson and Bowles repeatedly mentioned China to
Kennedy, saying that the policy was absurd and that it was urgent to try to
change it, Kennedy would smile and agree and say yes, it was a stupid
policy, but it would all have to wait. Until the second term. It could not be
changed now. There was a limit to the things he could do. Nor was anyone
other than Bowles at the State Department eager to look ahead; Rusk
believed in the demonology of China, the yellow giant inhaling her
neighbors. At State’s Policy Planning Council, the one organ of government
which was charged with long-range thinking on foreign policy issues, there
was no change. George McGhee, Rusk’s hand-picked man there, called in
his staff very early in the Administration and made it clear that he wanted
no new ideas on China. The Policy Planning Council, he told a meeting of
its staff, was a sacrosanct place. It had never been investigated by the
Congress, and he did not want it to be. “Now,” he said, pausing and looking



around the room, “I’m sure no one in this room is in favor of recognizing
Red China and now that we’re all agreed, we can go ahead . . .” At virtually
the same time, at a meeting of the Committee of Principals (the Secretary of
Defense, the Secretary of State, the head of the CIA), Jerome Wiesner, the
President’s Science Adviser, suggested that there be a major review of
America’s China policy. He was met by total silence. If discussed at all, he
learned, China must be discussed in private, not even at the most secret
meetings, for fear that the idea that the Administration was even thinking of
China might somehow leak out to the press and arouse the primitives.

Even at a personnel level there could be no change or re-examination. A
number of people had already begun to push for another look into the case
of John Paton Davies, Jr., one of the most grievously wronged China
officers. The new Administration was well stocked with friends and
admirers of Davies’ who thought that rehabilitating him was long overdue,
and more, would be a sign, albeit a small one, that the new Administration
was going to make amends for old wrongs, and also to take a new and more
rational look at China and Asia. Harriman, Bowles, Kennan, Schlesinger
and McGeorge Bundy all brought up the issue of John Davies at various
points (Harriman was the most vociferous, feeling that it was one of the
major injustices of the Eisenhower years), but nothing came of their efforts.
Rusk, though an old friend of Davies’, did not push the idea, and Kennedy
was in no rush to take the political heat for what might be a peripheral
issue. Not that he thought Davies was a victim of anything but gross
misjustice. He told White House aides that he wanted, while in office, to
clear two people, J. Robert Oppenheimer and John Paton Davies, and he
wanted Charlie Chaplin to perform once more in this country. He got only
as far as Oppenheimer, whom he gave the Fermi Award; Davies and
Chaplin would have to wait. When the issue of Davies was brought before
him he said yes, it was a terrible injustice, but it would have to be
postponed until the second term.

All of this was part of one of the great illusions of the country and the
Administration in 1961, the belief that the McCarthy period had come and
gone without the country paying any real price, that the Administration and
the nation could continue without challenging or coming to terms with the



political and policy aberrations of that period. If there were problems, the
Administration would somehow glide around them, letting time rather than
political candor or courage do the healing. It was a belief that if there were
scars from the period (and both the Democratic party and the Department of
State were deeply scarred), they were by now secret scars, and if there were
victims, they were invisible victims. If one looked away and did not talk
about them, somehow they would go away. Yet the truth was altogether
different: the scars and the victims were real, and the McCarthy period had
frozen American policies on China and Asia. The Kennedy Administration
would in no way come to terms with the aberrations of those policies; it had
not created them, as its advocates pointed out, but it did not undo them,
either. It would take no new stands on China (the one Kennedy
Administration speech on China, by Roger Hilsman, was not given until
after the President’s assassination), and Davies was finally cleared by the
State Department in the last few months of the Johnson Administration.

The failure to come to terms with China and with the McCarthy period
was costly, because without looking realistically at China, the
Administration could not look realistically at the rest of Southeast Asia. It
was failures and frustrations over China which had involved the United
States in Vietnam and changed American policy there in 1949; now,
because it was not coming to terms with China, the Kennedy
Administration would soon expand the Eisenhower Administration policy
and commitment in Vietnam. Above all, John Kennedy did not want to
revise America’s Asia policy (even in October 1963, with Vietnam falling
apart, he told television interviewers that he did not want to cut off aid to
Vietnam because that might start events comparable to those preceding the
fall of China, and that was the last thing he wanted). Thus, because he did
not look back on America’s China policy, it was easier for him, in 1961, to
move forward in Vietnam.

American policy in the immediate postwar years had been marked by
uncertainty and ambivalence. Although the French were allowed to return
to Indochina, they were not given the arms they wanted, the transport they



said they needed, the economic assistance they sought. The United States
was traditionally anticolonial, and anti-Communism as a major issue had
not yet arisen, though there were already some disturbing signs; the 1944
Dewey-Roosevelt race had seen the first use of major Republican Red-
baiting. In Indochina, American sympathy for nationalism was muted, not
so much for fear of Communism as by a kind of inertia, a preoccupation
with other areas, an unwillingness to go against an old and threatened ally.
But an even-handed approach, if such was the case, obviously worked in
favor of the French; a status quo attitude meant they would reassert their
control of Indochina, perhaps not as readily as with U.S. aid, but a
reassertion nonetheless. What was most striking about this first failure of
American policy was that it took place before the Cold War had hardened,
before the Iron Curtain descended, at a time when there was still some
residual influence from Roosevelt, essentially anticolonial in his viewpoint,
and when the Secretary of State was George Catlett Marshall, who was
more dubious about an American order, a man of some modesty in his view
of what the U.S. role in the world should be, a representative of an older
and more modest generation, a preAmerican-empire generation. (Thus in
1947 Secretary of the Navy James V. Forrestal, the first of the militant Cold
Warriors, would write of Marshall: “The only areas where I am not sure of
his equipment are, first, the economic background, and second, awareness
of the nature of Communist philosophy. However, he learns fast.”)
Marshall, as Roosevelt before him, saw a more diverse and pluralistic
world, but their successors in the world of national security would not be
quite so tolerant of the world’s instincts to go its own way. The Cold War
was coming and the American empire would be part of it.

Yet even in the years of Secretary of State Marshall, the policy was a
particularly unsatisfactory one, and in 1946 he cabled Paris instructions
which noted both the injustices of the colonial regime and Ho Chi Minh’s
Communist associations. The cable concluded: “Frankly we have no
solution of the problem to suggest.” If the State Department did not apply
adequate pressure on the French to negotiate (it applied pressure without
leverage, knowing full well the limits of its position), by the same token it
did not accept the French tenet that this was a free-world fight against
Communism, an idea close to the hearts of the French government. Though



the American press did not delve with great insight into the struggle
between the Vietminh and the French, it did not accept the assumptions of
the French that this was a great Western crusade against Communist hordes.
The war was, in fact, viewed as a colonial war.

Two events would change the American perceptions, and equally
important in this case, the disposition to perceive nuances. (Many things,
after all, were perceptible, if one wanted to see them, but the seeing
involved increasing risk. It became better not to see the shades of difference
—the fact, for instance, that Ho, although a Communist, might also be
primarily Vietnamese and under no orders from Moscow.) The first event
was the hardening of the Cold War as tensions in Europe grew; the second
was the fall of China, which sent deep psychic shock waves into the
American political structure. These events, coupled with the Korean War
and the coming of Senator Joseph McCarthy, would markedly change the
American perceptions of international Communism, and more important,
change the disposition of high political figures to discern subtleties within
the Communist world. The spectrum of American political attitudes would
sharply narrow, and there would be an enormous two-party consensus of
anti-Communism. The only main difference was on how to implement it,
one centrist group believing in subtle anti-Communism, using economic aid
as a weapon, using nationalism as a weapon; the other believing more in
sheer military force. A major party would find itself on the defensive on the
charge of having lost a major country to the Communists; and most
remarkable of all, the key architect of an entire era of militant anti-
Communism, Dean Acheson, would find himself the center of a national
political campaign, the charge being not that he was too harsh in his anti-
Communism, but that he had been too soft.

It was an unreal time. The events in Europe, the postwar drawing of lines
between the Communists and the Western powers, probably had a historical
inevitability to it. Two great and uncertain powers were coming to terms
with each other, a task made more difficult by their ideological differences
(each believed its own myth about itself and its adversary) and by the
additional frightening factor of the atomic weapon. Long-range historical
analysis will probably show that in those years they were like two blind



dinosaurs wrestling in a very small pit. Each thought its own policies
basically defensive, and the policies of its adversary basically aggressive.
Out of this would come new tensions and new fears for a new world power
like the United States. But the China issue, even more emotional, and the
coming of the Korean War, would legitimatize the fringe viewpoints, would
limit rational discussion and rational political activity. China would help
freeze American policy toward Communism. A kind of demonology about
a vast part of the world would become enshrined as accepted gospel. One
major political party would be too frightened to challenge it, the other
delighted to reap the benefits from it. All of this would affect Indochina.

Nineteen forty-seven and forty-eight were the watershed years. The lines of
a hard peace were becoming apparent; the foreign ministers’ meeting had
failed. Czechoslovakia went Communist in a coup, and Foreign Minister
Jan Masaryk jumped or was pushed to his death. A few months later the
Berlin blockade took place.

In 1947 Marshall had announced the Marshall Plan for European
economic recovery, a move which the Soviet Union regarded as a gesture of
economic warfare. In May of 1947 the Truman Doctrine was announced.
The American policy was now clearly one of containment. The Soviet
Union had become an adversary and the national security planners were
committed to total and constant conflict. The Forrestal Diaries, which
provide poignant insights into the thinking of one of the most forceful and
persuasive architects of that period, are filled with references, first, to the
dangers and vulnerability of the American public and the American press to
Communist propaganda, and second, to the old post-Munich fear of the
democracies of competition with a totalitarian dictator (in October 1947,
during a lunch with Robert Lovett, Walter Bedell Smith, Robert Murphy
and General Lucius Clay, Forrestal asked Smith, our ambassador to the
USSR, if the Russians wanted war. Smith answered by quoting Stalin as
saying the Russians did not want war, “but the Americans want it even less
than we do and that makes our position stronger”). It would be this fear that
the American public might be soft plus the parallel need to make decisions



for it in this most difficult and complex struggle, which would become a
basic tenet of faith for national security planning in this era; a belief that by
its nature the competition was simply unfair. There was a certain irony here;
it was as if the national security people in 1947 under Forrestal and
Acheson had worked so hard to gear up a campaign of anti-Communism
that some eighteen years later their lineal descendants could not escape the
rhythms they helped create; having once mounted the tiger’s back, they
found it difficult to descend.

But they were worried less about descending than about motivating this
country to the threat they perceived. These men were all from the big
investment and banking houses, or lawyers for them; they and their class
had long harbored an abiding suspicion not so much of Russia as of
Communism. Their tendency was to see the growing American-Soviet
conflict in their terms and definitions, fulfilling their long suspicions. To
them it was an ism, not just two new great powers struggling to find their
balance. Thus the men who defined postwar American policy defined it in
ideological, not national terms. Forrestal, who was particularly suspicious
of Communist designs, was delighted to find a brilliant young diplomat-
intellectual named George F. Kennan at the U.S. embassy in Moscow, and
Kennan’s warnings about Soviet intentions were immediately seized upon
by Forrestal as intellectual and historical evidence of the great struggle
ahead. Forrestal made the Kennan reports available to friends throughout
Washington, and Kennan’s career took off overnight. His reporting was
eventually published both in Foreign Affairs (under the byline X) and as a
book which became the primer of postwar American diplomacy and was
read by almost every college student at every great university, one of the
most influential books of an entire generation. Kennan became known as
the author of the containment policy, but he had been talking more about
Russia than about Communists. He would eventually find his ideas being
exploited, as it were, by his superiors, used as a justification for an
increasing militarization of American foreign policy. He eventually broke
with the other foreign policy architects because he thought they were too
ideological and too military-oriented in their policies. He felt that the
Communist world was much more nationalist in its origins than it was
monolithic, and that we were creating our own demonology. His opinions in



the early fifties represented the first truly major dissent within a largely
consensus view of a nonconsensus world.

The Kennan experience was not to be the last time that the national
security principals would take the intelligence reporting of their own
experts and exploit it out of context, de-emphasizing the issue of
nationalism and exploiting the issue of Communism. The same thing
happened during the Korean War, when the China experts predicted
accurately what China would do, not based on Communist intentions but on
Chinese history, and the last time would be during the Vietnam war, when
again the experts predicted accurately Hanoi’s responses to American
escalation. But these were distinctions few were interested in twenty years
ago; what was needed was a unity of national purpose against the
Communists. Nothing else would suffice.

It was an ideological and bipartisan movement; it enjoyed the support of
the press, of the churches, of Hollywood. There was stunningly little debate
or sophistication of the levels of anti-Communism. It was totally centrist
and politically very safe; anything else was politically dangerous. Acheson
would note that in 1947, when Truman was discussing his proposals for
American aid to Greece and Turkey with congressional leaders,

he stressed that these attacks and pressures upon these countries were not, as surface appearances
might suggest, merely due to border rows originating with their neighbors, but were part of a series
of Soviet moves, which included stepped-up Communist party activity in Italy, France and
Germany. I can see Senator Vandenberg now, suddenly leaning forward on the sofa in the
President’s office and saying, “If you will say that to the whole country, I will support you.” The
presentation was put in this way, to the surprise and disapproval of some commentators.

Among those who were surprised was Acheson’s boss, George Marshall,
who thought the statement a little rash and too broad. He misunderstood the
coming need to overlook certain subtleties as the Cold War developed. Thus
were Greece and Turkey the first dominoes, and thus did a Democratic
Administration offer up as justification for its foreign policies something far
closer to what the Republican minority wanted, which reflected the interests



and prejudices of the most influential bankers and lawyers. In order to get
the job done, the Administration was willing to see the conflict in
ideological rather than nationalist terms. The Democrats, feeling themselves
vulnerable on this question (liberals often associated with reform causes
which were tainted with domestic Communism), were increasingly willing
to trim their own sails and accept the assumptions of their more
conservative domestic adversaries.

There were the first stirrings of domestic anti-Communism as an issue.
Senators elected in 1946 were markedly both more conservative and anti-
Communist as a group than the men defeated. In 1946 Richard Nixon had
won a California house seat by comparing the voting record of his opponent
to that of Vito Marcantonio, the left-wing New York congressman. The
smell was in the air. In 1947, even as he was pronouncing the Truman
Doctrine in foreign affairs, the President issued an executive order creating
a Loyalty Security program which became the opening wedge for the
security cases of the following years. Under the Truman decree the
Attorney General drew up lists of subversive and front organizations; when
questioned by friends who were uneasy about the direction and about this
order, Truman replied that he had done it to take the play away from lJ.
Parnell Thomas, who headed the House Un-American Activities
Committee. When Truman’s friend Clifford Durr, a member of the Federal
Communications Commission, asked the President about it, Truman replied
that if there were injustices he could modify the order or repeal it.

Rather than combating the irrationality of charges of softness on
Communism and subversion, the Truman Administration, sure that it was
the lesser of two evils, moved to expropriate the issue, as in a more subtle
way it was already doing in foreign affairs. So the issue was legitimized;
rather than being the property of the far right, which the centrist
Republicans tolerated for obvious political benefits, it had even been picked
up by the incumbent Democratic party. The first of the China security cases,
that of John Stewart Service, took place in the Truman years. Yet in
comparison to what was to come, this was all still quite mild.



In 1948, normal domestic issues dominated the presidential campaign.
Foreign policy did not become a major point because the Republicans did
not choose to make it one, for a very good reason. They were very much a
part of the existing policies, and more important, they did not think they
needed the issue. Out of power for sixteen years, they were now confident,
indeed overconfident, of victory; they felt themselves rich in Democratic
scandals, and they overestimated the degree of unhappiness in the country.
They also underestimated Truman as a political figure. He was so different
from the graceful, attractive Roosevelt, patrician, the perfect voice for the
radio age, generating through the airwaves a marvelous self-assurance that
was politically contagious, his confidence becoming the nation’s
confidence. After four defeats by Roosevelt, the Republicans were glad of
the difference. In underestimating the political attractiveness of Truman,
jaunty, unpretentious, decisive, his faults so obvious, they failed to realize
that these were the faults of the common man and that the voter identified
every bit as much with Truman’s faults as with his virtues. It was a
campaign where the common man versus big-business interests was still a
credible one, and Truman was a marvelous symbol of the average
American, the little man. Every bit the consummate politician, he made the
issue of anti-Communism partly his own, and shrewdly seized the liberal
center, isolating both Henry Wallace and Strom Thurmond’s Dixiecrats. The
Republicans mounted a frail campaign, in substance a me-too campaign,
and they lost. They would learn their lesson and become less scrupulous the
next time; by 1952, foreign policy and alleged softness of the State
Department would be major issues.

None of this had yet affected American policy toward Indochina, mainly
because precious little policy toward it existed. What effect the rising
domestic issue of anti-Communism had could not be good, but it was not
yet bad. Then a major event took place in 1949 which meant that a French
victory in Indochina was impossible, and yet, ironically and tragically, also
meant that American support of the French was inevitable and that eventual
U.S. entry into the war was a real possibility. The event was the fall of
China and it was, again, produced by great historical forces outside our
control; Barbara Tuchman would write in her book on General Joseph



Stilwell in China: “In the end China went her own way as if the Americans
had never come.”

As World War I had taken a decaying feudal Russian regime and finally
destroyed it, bringing on the Communists, so Japan’s aggression against
China, the first step in what was to become World War 1II, did the same
thing to China: a fledgling semidemocratic government was trying to
emerge from a dark and feudal past and was pushed beyond the point of
cohesion, the Japanese catching Chiang Kai-shek when he might have
moved into the modern era and frightening him back into the past, revealing
more his weaknesses than his strengths. The embryo China of Chiang came
apart, and the new China would not be that of Chiang and the Western
powers, but of Mao Tse-tung and the Communists, a powerful modern
antifeudal force touching the peasants and the age-old resentment against
foreign intrusion, liberating powerful latent feelings in that great country.
American policy had been to support Chiang, to try and use him as a force
against the Japanese; later, as Chiang’s forces began to collapse and the
Communists became a more viable force, we tried as best we could to
reconcile the irreconcilable and get them to work together. The young
American foreign service officers in China warned that we had to come to
terms with the failure of Chiang’s order. It was a story which would repeat
itself in Vietnam: of Chiang, as would later be true for many years of Diem,
it would be said that he was too weak to rule and too strong to be
overthrown. His forces were corrupt, his generals held title on the basis of
nepotism and loyalty, his best troops never fought; faced by mounting
terrible pressures, he turned inward to listen to the gentle words of trusted
family and sycophants. It was the sign of a dying order.

If the decay and erosion of Chiang’s forces were a historical force, so too
was the rise of the new China. Produced in reaction to all the political
sickness around, it reflected a new and harsh attempt to harness the
resources of that huge and unharnessed land. The Communists were rising
from the ashes of the old China, and they were in stark contrast to what had
existed before. They were powerfully motivated, almost prim and puritan in
their attitudes to the world, their view of corruption. On the mainland itself
a brilliant group of young State Department officers were reporting the



events with great insight, warning of the coming collapse of Chiang. The
word “courageous” comes to mind to describe their reporting; but it was not
applicable at the time. They were simply doing their job, reporting and
forecasting as accurately as they could, which was very accurately indeed.

By late 1944 and early 1945 it had become clear to some people high in the
government and a few people in China that a major struggle was going to
take place. Theodore H. White, then a young Time reporter, experienced
both in American politics and Chinese affairs, had a dark and foreboding
sense of the future (as well he might; his own excellent reporting on China
would drive him from the Luce publications; White might have his China,
but Mr. Luce had his China and he was not going to accept White’s
version). By 1945 White knew that real civil war was inevitable, and when
it came, Chiang would collapse and the Communists would win. White
realized that this might affect the careers of some of his far-sighted friends
in the foreign service when they reported developments as they saw them.
He mentioned this to Raymond Ludden, one of the ablest of the young
foreign service officers (they were so outstanding that Stilwell had simply
taken the best of them from the embassy and attached them to his own
staff): “You know something may happen because of this—a lot of people
back home aren’t going to like the way it’s going.” And Ludden answered,
“The duty of a foreign service officer is to report the truth as he sees it
without adjusting it to American domestic considerations.” It was, White
thought at the time, a wonderful answer. The sheer honesty and integrity of
it moved him, but he was also made uneasy by it; wasn’t there a touch of
innocence too? (There was: Ludden spent the rest of his career regarded by
his superiors as being contaminated, and was moved around from different
non-Asian post to post.)

What White had begun to foresee in 1945 very quickly came true. As the
China tragedy unfolded, many foreign service officers would have their
careers destroyed, but of the group, John Paton Davies and John Stewart
Service were the most distinguished, and as such they would suffer the
most. Younger men a rank or two below them might quietly leave the Asian



bureau and go to another area, their careers damaged but not entirely
destroyed, but for Davies and Service, it was the end of two brilliant
careers. For the country they served it would have even darker implications
because they were the best of an era, and the foreign service does not
produce that many men of rare excellence. They were the Asian
counterparts of George Kennan, Chip Bohlen and Llewellyn Thompson;
under normal conditions they might have stayed in, and by the time the
Kennedy Administration arrived, become senior State Department officials,
perhaps Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs. They might
have been able to provide that rarest of contributions in government: real
expertise at a high operational level.

By 1945 and 1946 it was clear that China would become something of a
domestic political problem; the first glimmerings of a right-wing pro-
Chiang force began to surface as a domestic political threat. The China
officers were particularly vulnerable because of charges by Patrick Hurley,
who had resigned as ambassador, that they had consciously and deliberately
undermined him and that their sympathies were with the Communists.
Hurley, unable to come to terms with the failure of his mission, the inability
to reconcile the irreconcilable, had turned on his own staff—he was of
course extremely influential with the Republican right, and now it seemed
as if there were expert testimony against the State Department officials. In
particular, the pressure against some of the younger officials increased,
motivated by the belief of one faction of the military that it could all be
done on the cheap, China might have been saved with air power, without
the Americans having to pay any real price (again the divisions would be
remarkably similar to those which later followed in Vietnam). The case for
air power had always been made by General Claire Chennault, and his side
was prosecuted with considerable skill in the inner chambers of the
Administration by a young staff officer named Joseph Alsop, well
connected in Washington with Harry Hopkins, and a distant cousin of
Eleanor Roosevelt. Captain Alsop was intoxicated both by China and his
own role in it, and he had turned out to be a very shrewd and forceful
bureaucratic politician, playing a crucial role in the decision to recall
Stilwell in 1944. (Service remembered years later that Alsop used to show
up at the embassy in Chungking and say of Stilwell, “He should be drawn



and quartered and flogged.” It was amazing, Service mused, when you
consider that Stilwell was a four-star general and Alsop a captain, and
although Stilwell had the embassy staff working for him, Alsop still
outmaneuvered him.) Stilwell was replaced by General Albert Wedemeyer,
who with Chennault formed the pro-Chiang group in Asia which had
powerful ties with Republicans in this country. Stilwell was called back
because he was blunt and open about Chiang’s failures; Wedemeyer made it
a policy to get along with Chiang, which was fine except that it meant
nothing, nothing moved, nothing happened. It was a good relationship,
which went only one way, and soon Wedemeyer too began to complain to
Marshall about the lack of co-operation he received from the Chinese.

By 1947 the pressure on China began to mount. Giving in to the
increasing opposition, Secretary of State Marshall lifted the embargo on
shipment of munitions to China in May. When the U.S. Marines withdrew
from China at the same time, they turned over their ammunition to the
Nationalists. In July, General Wedemeyer was sent on a fact-finding
mission, a small gesture to the opposition. In September, John Carter
Vincent was relieved as Chief of the Office of Far Eastern Affairs, to
appease the Republicans and to protect him from the rising wave of
Republican criticism. The contamination was reaching higher and higher;
Vincent had been the foremost bureaucratic protector of the China and
Asian experts, and the highest-level advocate at State of the colonized,
pleading their case with fervor. (When he sat down to a dinner sometime in
the late forties, he found himself introduced by the wife of the Dutch
ambassador as “Mr. Vincent—you know, darling, the man who lost
Indonesia for us.”) Vincent, though a senior State Department official, was
sent overseas, but not as an ambassador, because that would require Senate
approval. He was replaced by W. Walton Butterworth, a man specifically
selected because he had no ties with Asia. He had handled U.S. economic
interests in the Iberian Peninsula during the war and thus had unusually
good credentials for handling a delicate political issue. Marshall trusted him
as a steady and responsible man and seemingly immune from attacks from
the right, since his Iberian work had made him a target for considerable
abuse from the left, for having worked with those Fascist nations.
Butterworth was clean and he intended to stay that way; he knew his orders



from Marshall, which were that the United States was not to be dragged
into a war in China. “Butterworth,” Marshall said to him, “we must not get
sucked in. I would need five hundred thousand men to begin with, and it
would be just the beginning.” Butterworth later remembered Marshall, the
set of the face, like the M-G-M lion, adding, “And how would I extricate
them?”

Butterworth had been chosen because he was straight and conservative,
but it was not the man who was contaminated, it was the issue; as pleasant,
somewhat conservative Vincent was almost unemployable at the end of his
tour, so was pleasant, conservative Butterworth. In 1950 he would be
unable to take any job which required Senate confirmation (by that time
Vincent was ticketed to be ambassador to Costa Rica, a seemingly safe spot,
but his enemies still lurked, it was too risky, and he ended up in Tangier,
where again confirmation was not necessary). When Butterworth took over,
Vincent was already being questioned for loyalty. He was saved by family
contacts with two powerful senators, Walter George of Georgia and Burnett
Maybank of South Carolina, and the fact that Acheson knew him personally
and vouched for him. “I know John Carter Vincent and there is no
substance to this,” Acheson said at the time. (A few years later, when
McCarthy brought loyalty charges against Vincent, by then in Switzerland,
his defense counsel would have a good deal of difficulty getting Vincent to
prepare his case. “He took the attitude that if things had reached this point,
if even he could be considered a Communist, the hell with it; the world was
going to the dogs and there was nothing to be done about it. So all he
wanted to do was go off and play golf,” recalled his counsel, Bernard
Fensterwald, Jr.)

If Acheson felt a sense of personal commitment to Vincent, Dulles was
hardly eager to maintain it. These China people, after all, were causing him
problems, and there was no doubt about it in his mind, they had been nalve.
Once when Dulles was with Vincent, he pulled down a copy of Stalin’s
Problems of Leninism, and asked if Vincent had read it. Vincent said he had
not. “If you had read it, you would not have advocated the policies you did
in China,” Dulles said. So it was that almost as soon as Dulles took over, he
made sure Vincent was removed from the profession. A special review



board created by Truman and headed by Judge Learned Hand was studying
Vincent’s loyalty case at the time Dulles took office. Dulles told Judge
Hand that his services were not needed, and ruled himself that while there
was no “reasonable doubt as to the loyalty” of Vincent, he had
demonstrated “a failure to meet the standard which is demanded of a
Foreign Service Officer of his experience and responsibility at this critical
time. I do not think he can usefully continue to serve the U.S. as a Foreign
Service Officer.” Dulles offered him the choice of being fired or retiring,
and Vincent applied for retirement.

Service was not as lucky, if that is the word, as Vincent. He was not as
well connected, and he did not know Acheson personally, which was vital
in determining the Secretary’s attitude, so when a security board
recommended against Service on what were extremely dubious charges,
which the courts later overruled, Acheson separated Service by sundown. It
was a decision made by the Truman Administration, though there is no
reference to it in Acheson’s long treatment of the McCarthy period in his
Present at the Creation.

Much of the heat had been mounting even before China fell, but when
Chiang collapsed completely in 1949 and the Communists took over, the
impact really began to be felt. To America, China was a special country,
different from other countries. India could have fallen, or an African nation,
and the reaction would not have been the same. For the American
missionaries loved China; it was, by and large, more exciting than Peoria,
had a better life style and did not lack for worthy pagans to be converted;
add to that the special quality of China, a great culture, great food, great
charm, and the special relationship was cemented. The Chinese were
puritanical, clean, hard-working, reverent, cheerful, all the virtues
Americans most admired. And so a myth had grown up, a myth not
necessarily supported by the facts, of the very special U.S.-China
relationship. We helped them and led them, and in turn they loved us. A
myth fed by millions of pennies put in thousands of church plates by little
children to support the missionaries in their work in this exotic land which



was lusting for Christianity. China was good; the Chinese were very
different from us, and yet they were like us; what could be at once more
romantic, yet safer. The Japanese were bad, more suspicious and could not
be trusted. The Chinese were good and could be trusted.

Thus, after a war filled with intensified propaganda, movies showing
Japanese raping China, American fighting units saving Chinese, Chinese
nurses saving wounded American pilots and, of course, falling in love with
them, the fall of China was a shock. What had happened to the Chinese who
loved us? It certified, as it were, an even harder peace, it necessitated the
reorientation of our demonology (from the wartime of Good Russians, Bad
Germans and Good Chinese, Bad Japanese to the postwar period of Good
Germans, Bad Russians, Good Japanese, Bad Chinese). It caught this
country psychologically unprepared. It was natural for a confused country
to look for scapegoats and conspiracies; it was easier than admitting that
there were things outside your control and that the world was an imperfect
place in which to live.

The State Department knew the crunch was coming; in August 1949 it
published its White Paper on China, a document designed to show that the
fall of China was the fault of Chiang and that the United States had gone as
far as an ally could go. What is remarkable about the White Paper in
retrospect is the intelligence and quality of the reporting. It was written by
very bright young men putting their assessments on the line; in that sense it
would be a high-water mark for the Department. From then on young
foreign service officers would learn their lessons and hedge their bets, and
muddle their reporting.

The first assault on the Department came early in 1950, and it came in
the Republican Saturday Evening Post in a series of articles which provided
that material for the ensuing Republican attacks upon the Department and
the Democrats. Rather than trying to hold the line for sane and thoughtful
assessments, an important organ like the Post was looking for conspiratorial
answers, and it had exactly the right author, former Captain Joseph Alsop,



now back in America, bitter over our failure to support Chiang and the full
Chiang line, anxious to get even. The title of the three-part series was “Why
We Lost China,” and it was not a serious bit of journalism, a view of a
decaying feudal society, but rather a re-creation of the Chennault-Chiang
line. It set the tone, though slightly loftier than some successors, for the
conspiracy view of the fall of China: the blame was placed on the State
Department. The title is worth remembering: “Why We Lost China.” China
was ours, and it was something to lose; it was an assumption which was to
haunt foreign policy makers for years to come. Countries were ours, we
could lose them; a President was faced with the blackmail of losing a
country.

In those days the Post was a powerful and respectable if somewhat
conservative magazine; the Alsop articles were on the borderline of
respectability. They were not particularly thoughtful or deep, for that is not
his style, and they did not charge conspiracy; they only implied it, as is also
his style (“The origin of this venture must be traced as far back as the 1930s
when General Stilwell was military attaché to China and his political
adviser John Davies, was vice-consul there. Among Whittaker Chambers’
celebrated pumpkin papers is a Stilwell intelligence report of this period,
revealing that even in the 30s he was already strongly prejudiced against the
Chinese Nationalists and in favor of the Chinese Communists. Davies’
viewpoint was approximately similar. Essentially Stilwell and Davies were
victims of the then fashionable liberalism which idyllically pictured the
Communists as 'democratic agrarian reformers’ . . .”). The Alsop articles
emphasized the conspiratorial nature of events; they did not really raise the
issue of treason, and they were all right if no one went further.

Someone else would go further. The Alsop articles began the process of
legitimizing the issue: twenty years later, both Davies and Service could
single out the articles as a key to the turning point; the Post articles took the
issue from the radical fringe and gave it a respectability where it would be
adopted by a Republican party badly in need of issues. It would be valuable
to the Republicans, but it would also be material for McCarthyism, and one
of the darker chapters of this American century. McCarthy would exploit
the charges to such an extent that even Alsop would be appalled. It was one



thing to get even with a few of the younger and more foolish boys in the
State Department, but it was another when McCarthy went after old and
trusted friends like Dean—Dean Acheson. There was a memorable moment
in Wisconsin when McCarthy had been making his charges, reckless as
usual, against the top boys, and Alsop, a member of the press corps, stood
up and angrily challenged him, shouting that this simply was not true;
Alsop could vouch for men like Acheson, he knew them personally. Yet as
the pressures against the China officers grew, Alsop became outraged and
behaved well, testifying in their behalf and working to get lawyers for them,
though not behaving so well that he was not unwilling to try some of the
same tactics twenty years later when Vietnam arose as an issue, telling
people in Washington that dovish reporters were traitors (and of course
letting people know that he had behaved well, telling a reporter years later
on the subject of Owen Lattimore, a distinguished Sinologist who had been
particularly abused in those years: “Lattimore was a perfect fool, of course.
It’s awful to have to defend fools and knaves, but sometimes you do have to
... And there is a difference between foolishness and treason™). Years later
he would sit in Saigon bars and tell reporters there that they were fools, that
they would be investigated by congressional committees for their mistakes,
but that he would testify in their behalf.

Not everybody made the distinction between foolishness and treason. It
was not a particularly propitious time for distinctions, even those as
unsubtle as this. For it was 1950 now. We had lost China, the Republicans
were hungry, the Democrats were clearly on the defensive. Had they been
too soft on the Communists? Too muddled? They would rally now. To make
sure that they did, to take the last measure of flexibility out of an
increasingly inflexible foreign policy, there was the coming of Joseph R.
McCarthy, Republican of Wisconsin. Tail gunner Joe. The accidental
demagogue. How quickly he came and how quickly he disappeared, and
how much he left behind. He had been elected to the Senate in 1946,
beating a too liberal and too confident Bob La Follette in the Republican
primary, capitalizing on and vastly exaggerating his own war record in the
election. “He and millions of other guys kept you from talking Japanese . . .
Congress needs a tail gunner . . . America needs Fighting Men . . . These
Men who fought upon foreign soil to Save America have earned the right to



Serve America in times of peace . . .” He had gone on to win the general
election; he was a good candidate, forceful, physical, he was part Populist
in a state where Populist roots went deep. There was a sense of shrewdness
to him, a sense of the jugular on an issue, yet also a lack of seriousness, and
an attention span of marked limitations. But the physical energy was there,
it was part of him. There was a certain pathos too. Though he was playing
this role, Joe the rugged fighter against all those sinister forces and effete
Easterners, there was a feeling that more than anything he wanted to be
accepted as one of the boys, to be good old Joe, to be the outsider
welcomed in.

Four years after he was elected he was looking for an issue; he could not,
after all, keep running against the Japanese. In January 1950 he found it. On
January 7 he had dinner with some friends, all Catholics: William Roberts,
an ex-Marine and a liberal adviser of Drew Pearson; Professor Charles
Kraus, a political science instructor at Georgetown, also an ex-Marine; and
Father Edmund Walsh, vice-president of Georgetown, regent of its very
conservative school of foreign service, a man who had been at war with
Communism for three decades and had just written a book on the
Communists entitled Total Power. At the dinner in the Colony Restaurant,
McCarthy outlined his problem; he needed an issue that would catch
attention and excite the voters. What about the St. Lawrence Seaway,
Roberts suggested. No sex appeal, said McCarthy. Then McCarthy talked
about a national pension plan, $100 a month to everyone over sixty-five.
Too utopian, the others argued (the mind boggles for a moment; suppose he
had gone to pension plans instead of Communists. Would history have been
different?). After dinner they moved from the restaurant to Roberts’ office.
Father Walsh began to talk about his favorite subject, Communism. It was,
he said, a major issue, and it would be increasingly important. As Walsh
spoke, McCarthy picked him up on it. It sounded right; he had done a little
of it himself once or twice, and the feedback had always been good. As
McCarthy thought about it, he became excited; it was a real issue, and it
could be used. The government, he said, was full of Communists: “The
thing to do is hammer away at them.” Some of the others warned him that
he would have to be careful; he would have to do his homework and be



very accurate (later they would all disown him). But it was too late,
McCarthy was already on his way.

On February 9, 1950, McCarthy flew into Wheeling, West Virginia,
where he made the first of his major Red-baiting Communist-conspiracy
charges: “While I cannot take the time to name all the men in the State
Department who have been named as members of the Communist party and
members of a spy ring, I have here in my hand a list of two hundred and
five that were known to the Secretary of State as being members of the
Communist party and who, nevertheless, are still working and shaping
policy in the State Department . . .” His timing could not have been better;
in four months the Korean War began, and because the China experts were
already in disrepute, the State Department did not heed their warnings on
what American moves might bring the Chinese into the war. The warnings
unheeded, the Chinese entered, and the anti-Communist passions against
the China experts mounted. It was a Greek thing.

It had really begun. The issues were drawn, false issues; the real issues
were postwar fear and uncertainty. Around the country he flew, reckless and
audacious, stopping long enough to make a new charge, to exhibit a new
list, a good newsworthy press conference at the airport, hail-fellow well met
with the reporters, and then on to the next stop, the emptiness of the charge
never catching up with him, the American press exploited in its false sense
of objectivity (if a high official said something, then it was news, if not fact,
and the role of the reporter was to print it straight without commenting,
without assaulting the credibility of the incredulous; that was objectivity). It
was like a circus; he was always on the move, his figures varied, his work
was erratic and sloppy, he seemed to have no genuine interest in any true
nature of security. It sometimes seemed as if he too were surprised by the
whole thing, how easy it was, how little resistance he met, and so he hurtled
forward to newer, larger charges. But if they did not actually stick, and they
did not, his charges had an equally damaging effect: they poisoned. Where
there was smoke, there must be fire. He wouldn’t be saying those things
unless there was something to it. And so the contamination remained after
the facts, or lack of them, evaporated; long after the specifics had faded into
obscurity, the stain remained. Not just of lowly people, but of Acheson, and



even Marshall. Even the figure of the stature of Marshall, the most
distinguished soldier-servant of an entire era, was stained by it. So was the
Democratic party, and the State Department. He knew no bounds—he was
attacking the very government officials who thought that they themselves
would determine the scope and limits of anti-Communism.

All of which did not displease the Republican party. The real strength of
McCarthy was not his own force or brilliance, it was the acquiescence of
those who should have known better. Very few performed well in that
period. The press was willingly exploited by him; very few stood and
fought (even the much-heralded Edward R. Murrow documentary of
McCarthy was shown in March 1954 after McCarthy had attacked the
Army, four years after the Wheeling speech). It was as if the press too felt
guilty, haunted by its past. The Democratic party did not combat McCarthy
or the bases of his charges. A few individuals did, but the congressional
leadership did not confront him. It decided to let him spend himself, run his
course. When he had gone too far, then they would turn on him, which they
did—by going too far they meant of course that he had begun to attack the
Republicans themselves. So the Democratic party, victim of his charges, did
not fight as an institution, nor use its real force, but the Republicans were
worse. They welcomed him; the more he assaulted the Democrats, the
better for them; the Democrats were on the defensive, and the Republicans
were the beneficiaries. He was, in the words of one observer, “like a pig in a
minefield for them.” “Joe,” said John Bricker, one of the more traditional
Republican conservatives, a candidate for Vice-President in 1944, “you’re a
real SOB. But sometimes it’s useful to have SOBs around to do the dirty
work.”

Bricker was not the only one to acquiesce; the awesome Robert Taft, Mr.
Integrity, also played the game, and made this the darkest chapter of his
career. He would tell McCarthy that if one case did not pan out, he should
drop it and try another (part of Taft’s odd relationship with McCarthy was
personal; McCarthy had done a particularly shrewd job of playing up to
Taft’s invalid wife, visiting her regularly and ingratiating himself greatly).
A young and ambitious senator from California named Richard Nixon
would play the role of bridge between McCarthy and the more respectable



center of the Republican party. Taft, though, was the fallen idol of that
period; in his eagerness to get at the Democrats he had been a willing party
to the most reckless kind of political charges, against men whose loyalty
was unassailable. Had he stood and confronted the recklessness of
McCarthy’s charges, the Republican party would have stood with him. Of
him the epitaph for this chapter in his life was that he knew better but the
temptation was too great.

What rises must converge; what goes up quickly comes down even more
quickly. Eisenhower allowed McCarthy to destroy himself. By 1954
McCarthy was finished, he had gone too far, he had long since been
repudiated by his early advisers from that Colony dinner, he had shed
himself of advisers who urged restraint. He was censured by the Senate, he
began to drink heavily; by 1957 he was dead; but the fears he left behind
would live long after him. He had contributed a word to the language,
“McCarthyism”; and he had, by his presence and by the fears that he had
found in the country and exploited, helped damage two major organs of
government, the State Department and the Democratic party. He had also
made the foreign policy of the United States even more rigid, both then and
later. The country would in particular pay the price for this in Vietnam. The
legacy of it all was poison.

The confluence and the mixing of these three events, the fall of China, the
rise of McCarthy and the outbreak of the Korean War, would have a
profound effect on American domestic politics, and consequently an equally
significant effect on foreign policy. The Democratic Administration was on
the defensive; a country could not be lost without serious political
consequences; each new Administration became increasingly susceptible to
blackmail from any small oligarchy which proclaimed itself anti-
Communist. The anti-Communist rhetoric of the Truman Doctrine had
come rather easily in 1947, now even more; succeeding U.S. governments
would find themselves prisoners of that rhetoric. There would be, and this
was a subtle thing, a disposition to see the world somewhat differently, and
this was particularly true in Indochina. There was now less of a disposition



to see the French war as a colonial war, more of a disposition to see it as a
Western war against the Communists, a war which sought to bestow
freedom upon Vietnam. Bao Dai, the emperor the Japanese had installed in
1940, became a respectable figure in late 1949. The element of nationalism
which Ho Chi Minh held began to diminish in State Department accounts,
and with the coming of the Korean War, in journalistic accounts as well.
There was an even greater disposition to see Communism as a universal
force; the war in Korea and the war in Indochina were linked as one
(Eisenhower said in his inaugural in January 1953 that the French soldier in
Indochina and the American soldier in Korea were fighting the same thing).
Similarly Acheson, testifying at the MacArthur hearings, and wanting to
hold off Republican criticism against our allies, would make this same
point. By prior arrangement Senator Lyndon Johnson asked: “Mr. Secretary,
some Republicans are attacking our allies for not helping us in the Korean
War. Mr. Secretary, can you comment here where our allies are helping us
elsewhere? I mean Indochina.”

“That’s an excellent point,” Acheson answered. “The French have been
fighting that battle since World War I1.” This was a reverse of his earlier
position, which was that it was a stupid colonial war but there was no
alternative to it. Thus the policies of the 1950s in Asia were poisoned.



Chapter Eight

The essence of good foreign policy is constant re-examination. The world
changes, and both domestic perceptions of the world and domestic
perceptions of national political possibilities change. It was one thing to
base a policy in Southeast Asia on total anti-Communism in the early 1950s
when the Korean War was being fought and when the French Indochina war
was still at its height, when there was, on the surface at least, some evidence
of a Communist monolith, and when the United States at home was
becoming locked into the harshest of the McCarthy tensions. But it was
another thing to accept these policies quite so casually in 1961 (although
McCarthy was gone and the atmosphere in which the policies had been set
had changed, the policies remained much the same), when both the world
and the United States were very different. By 1961 the schism in the
Communist world was clearly apparent: Khrushchev had removed his
technicians and engineers from China.

It was seven years since the United States Senate had censured
McCarthy. Not only was he gone but many of his colleagues of that era,
Kem, Knowland, Jenner, McCarran—his fellow travelers all—were gone
too, and the new Republicans who entered the Senate in the late fifties and
early sixties would tend to be far more moderate and modern men. But the
Kennedy Administration did not re-evaluate any of the Eisenhower
conceptions in Asia (conceptions which Dulles had tailored carefully to the
disposition of the McCarthy group in the Senate); if anything, the Kennedy
people would set out to upgrade and modernize the means of carrying out
those policies. Later, as their policies floundered in Vietnam, they would
lash out in frustration at their own personnel there, at the reporters, at the
incompetence of the client government. What they did not realize was that
the problem was not just American personnel, which was often



incompetent, nor the governmental reporting, which was highly dishonest,
nor the client government, which was just as bad as its worst critics claimed
—the real problem was the failure to re-examine the assumptions of the era,
particularly in Southeast Asia. There was no real attempt, when the new
Administration came in, to analyze Ho Chi Minh’s position in terms of the
Vietnamese people and in terms of the larger Communist world, to establish
what Diem represented, to determine whether the domino theory was in fact
valid. Each time the question of the domino theory was sent to intelligence
experts for evaluation, they would send back answers which reflected their
doubts about its validity, but the highest level of government left the
domino theory alone. It was as if, by questioning it, they might have
revealed its emptiness, and would then have been forced to act on their new
discovery. In fact, the President’s own public statements on Laos and on
Vietnam, right through to the time of the assassination, reflected if not his
endorsement of the domino theory, then his belief that he could not yet
challenge it, and by his failure to challenge it, the necessity to go along with
it.

So it was not surprising that the Administration’s attitude toward
Southeast Asia in general and Vietnam in particular remained being activist,
aggressive, hard-line anti-Communism. If the Eisenhower Administration
followed an anti-Communism dependent on the nuclear threat and
bombastic words, the Kennedy Administration—Iliberal, modern, lacking
above all in self-doubt, with a high proportion of academics—would be
pragmatic and assertive in its anti-Communism. At almost the same
moment that the Kennedy Administration was coming into office,
Khrushchev had given a major speech giving legitimacy to wars of national
liberation. The Kennedy Administration immediately interpreted this as a
challenge (years later very high Soviet officials would tell their counterparts
in the Kennedy Administration that it was all a mistake, the speech had
been aimed not at the Americans, but at the Chinese), and suddenly the
stopping of guerrilla warfare became a great fad. High officials were
inveighed to study Mao and Lin Piao. The President’s personal interest in
fighting guerrillas was well publicized, and the reading and writing of
books on antiguerrilla warfare was encouraged (“I urge all officers and men



of the Marine Corps to read and digest this fine work . . .” he wrote in the
introduction to a particularly mediocre collection of articles on the subject).

The fascination with guerrilla warfare reflected the men and the era:
aggressive, self-confident men ready to play their role, believing in
themselves, in their careers, in their right to make decisions here and
overseas, supremely confident in what they represented in terms of
excellence. The nation was still locked in an endless struggle with the
Communists: Europe was stabilized, and there would be no border-crossing
wars after Korea, so the new theater of activity would have to be guerrilla
warfare. Everyone joined in. Robert Kennedy, afraid that America was
growing soft, afraid that we did not have ideas that caught the imagination
of the young of the world, was one of the leaders, but others were equally
part of the faddism. General Maxwell Taylor, the President’s military
adviser, was a regular member of the counterinsurgency meetings and was
regarded with some awe whenever he spoke, having once parachuted into
France. Roger Hilsman’s fighting behind the lines in Burma received no
small amount of attention, and it was known that Kennedy had questioned
him at length about his days as a guerrilla (both of them oblivious to the
fact that Hilsman had been a commando, not a guerrilla. He had not been
part of any indigenous political organization).

A remarkable hubris permeated this entire time. Nine years earlier Denis
Brogan had written: “Probably the only people who have the historical
sense of inevitable victory are the Americans.” Never had that statement
seemed more true; the Kennedy group regarded the Eisenhower people as
having shrunk from the challenge set before them. Walt Rostow, Bundy’s
deputy, thought the old Administration had overlooked the possibilities in
the underdeveloped world, the rich potential for conflict and thus a rich
potential for victory. It was not surprising, for the Eisenhower people were
men of the past who had never been too strong on ideas; one could not
imagine Sherman Adams inspiring the youth of Indonesia or even being
concerned about it. But this new Administration understood ideas and
understood the historic link-up between our traditions and those in the
underdeveloped world; we too were heirs to a great revolution, we too had
fought a colonial power. Were we much richer than they, and more



technological? No problem, no gap in outlook, we would use our
technology for them. Common cause with transistors (inherent in all this
was the assumption that the more we gave them of our technology, the less
they would notice the gap between their life style and ours). Rostow in
particular was fascinated by the possibility of television sets in the thatch
hutches of the world, believing that somehow this could be the
breakthrough. This did not mean that we did not understand the hard
poisonous core of the enemy, that we were too weak and democratic to
combat it. “The scavengers of revolution” Rostow called those guerrilla
leaders, like Ho and Che, whom he did not approve of.

All of this helped send the Kennedy Administration into dizzying heights
of antiguerrilla activity and discussion; instead of looking behind them, the
Kennedy people were looking ahead, ready for a new and more subtle kind
of conflict. The other side, Rostow’s scavengers of revolution, would soon
be met by the new American breed, a romantic group indeed, the U.S.
Army Special Forces. They were all uncommon men, extraordinary
physical specimens and intellectual Ph.D.s swinging from trees, speaking
Russian and Chinese, eating snake meat and other fauna at night, springing
counterambushes on unwary Asian ambushers who had read Mao and Giap,
but not Hilsman and Rostow. It was all going to be very exciting, and even
better, great gains would be made at little cost.

In October 1961 the entire White House press corps was transported to
Fort Bragg to watch a special demonstration put on by Kennedy’s favored
Special Forces (after his death the special warfare school would become the
John F. Kennedy Special Warfare School), and it turned into a real whiz-
bang day. There were ambushes, counterambushes and demonstrations in
snake-meat eating, all topped off by a Buck Rogers show: a soldier with a
rocket on his back who flew over water to land on the other side. It was
quite a show, and it was only as they were leaving Fort Bragg that Francis
Lara, the Agence France-Presse correspondent who had covered the
Indochina war, sidled over to his friend Tom Wicker of the New York Times.
“All of this looks very impressive, doesn’t it?” he said. Wicker allowed as
how it did. “Funny,” Lara said, “none of it worked for us when we tried it in
1951.”



The first warning on Vietnam had been sounded in January 1961, by one of
the most unusual members of the United States government. It was as if
Brigadier General Edward Lansdale had been invented with the Kennedy
Administration in mind. He was a former advertising man, a former Air
Force officer, a CIA agent now, a man deeply interested in doing things in
Asia the right way, the modern way. He had risen to fame within the
government as an antibureaucratic figure of no small dimension, and State,
Defense and the CIA were well stocked with his enemies. In the early fifties
he had helped Ramoéon Magsaysay defeat the Huk rebellion in the
Philippines, and had become the prototype of the Good American overseas
as opposed to the Bad American; he was against big bumbling U.S.
government programs run by insensitive, boastful, bureaucratic,
materialistic racists, and for small indigenous programs run by folksy,
modest American country boys who knew the local mores, culture and
language. He was the Good American because in part his own experience
had convinced him that Americans were, in fact, good, and that the
American experience and American ideals were valid elsewhere. He would
write of the early Philippine experience:

One day, while driving on a back road in Pampanga province, I came upon a political meeting in a
town plaza. A Huk political officer was haranguing the crowd, enumerating their troubles with
crops, debts, and share in life, blaming all ills on “American imperialism.” Impetuously, I got out
of the jeep from where I had parked it at the edge of the crowd, climbed up on its hood, and when
the speaker had paused for breath I shouted, “What’s the matter? Didn’t you ever have an
American friend?” The startled crowd turned around and saw an American in uniform standing up
on his jeep. I had a flash of sobering second thoughts. I kicked myself mentally for giving in to
such an impulse among hundreds of people living in hostile territory. But the people immediately
put me at ease, they grinned and called hello. The speaker and many of the townspeople clustered
around me, naming Americans they had known and liked and asking if I was acquainted with
them. I teased them with the reminder that these folks they had known were the “American
imperialists” they had been denouncing. They assured me that not a single one of them was. It was
a long time before I could get away from the gossipy friendliness.

The Philippine experiment had worked and a national best seller had
been written about him called The Ugly American; Colonel Lansdale was



thinly disguised as Colonel Hillandale. (If his role in The Ugly American
was to show how to be a Good American, some people thought he starred
involuntarily in another and far more chilling book of the era, Graham
Greene’s The Quiet American, in which this new Good American, a nice
idealistic young man anxious to do good in an older society to save that
society from Communism in spite of itself, is a well-intentioned but
singularly dangerous man.) Lansdale was the classic Good Guy, modern,
just what Kennedy was looking for. He had, what better mark of merit, been
languishing out of the action during the latter years of the Eisenhower
Administration. He was the median man who understood the new kind of
war, and had helped defeat the Communists in a similar (if far different and
simpler and far more embryonic) insurgency in the Philippines. He
embodied what America had turned into more than anyone realized: the
corrosion of the traditional anticolonial instinct had become hard-line anti-
Communism. He was the Cold War version of the Good Guy, the American
who did understand the local ambience and the local nationalism. For he
was a CIA agent, and not just an intelligence officer, he was an operational
functional man, a man of programs and a man who was there to manipulate.
The real question for men like Lansdale, who allegedly knew and loved
Asians, was no longer the pure question of what was good for the local
people, but what was good for the United States of America and perhaps
acceptable locally. The Asians could have nationalism, but nationalism on
our terms: nationalism without revolution, or revolution which we would
run for them—revolution, it turned out, without revolution.

His view of the recent history of Vietnam was comforting, and managed
to minimize the role of the Vietminh and the effect of a prolonged war of
independence. The Vietminh had less popular support than they imagined;
the population had stayed away from both sides, and the French at the end
were pictured as fighting for Vietnamese independence:

Vietnamese told me of their history. In brief, these high-spirited people had been under Chinese
rule for a thousand years and under French rule for a hundred years, with nearly every one of those
years marked by struggles for independence. At the end of World War II, the Vietnamese had
declared their independence from the feeble hold of Vichy French administrators. The Communists
under Ho Chi Minh were participants and set about eliminating their political rivals in a bloodbath



which the survivors never forgot nor forgave, even though the world at large remained ignorant of
it. The Communists held the power when the French Army returned in 1946. Fighting broke out
between the Vietnamese and the French, and Ho took his forces to the hills to enter into
“protracted conflict” with the French, who captured and held the cities and towns.

The majority of the Vietnamese, still hungering for independence, had no side to join. They
were opposed to both the Communist Vietminh and the French. As the war raged around their
families and homes, they gave lip service to whichever side was locally dominant, in order to stay
alive. When French Union forces ravaged the countryside trying to destroy the Vietminh guerrillas,
the resentful people joined the Vietminh to get revenge. Later, when the French increased
measures of Vietnamese self-rule and promised an independent Vietnam, nationalists started
joining the fight against the Vietminh in ever-mounting numbers. By the time I visited Vietnam in
1953, millions of Vietnamese had taken a definite stand against the Vietminh.

In 1954, in the last dying days of the French presence in Indochina, the
Lansdale group had run around Hanoi putting sugar in the gas tanks of
Vietminh trucks, a gesture of no small amount of mindlessness. The war
was over, an Asian nationalist army had just defeated a powerful Western
nation for its independence, and here was the top American expert on
guerrilla war employing the pettiest kind of sabotage—mosquito bites, they
were, at a historic moment. In Saigon, Lansdale helped sponsor Ngo Dinh
Diem in his search for a Vietnamese Magsaysay, and played a key role in
convincing a very dubious U.S. government that Diem was worth the risk.
He taught Diem some lessons in modern leadership, lessons to which Diem
always carefully and faithfully paid lip service. He taught Diem how to
campaign against Bao Dai, and Diem, ever the worthy student, insisted
upon receiving 98 percent of the vote. Lansdale also sponsored other little
gestures which seemed somehow to belong more to the past than the
present: hiring soothsayers—symbols of the suspicious feudal Vietnamese
past—to predict bad years ahead for Ho Chi Minh, and good years for Ngo
Dinh Diem.

Lansdale would become in effect an antirevolutionary figure in Vietnam.
There was to be much talk of revolution and of land reform, but the
American presence effectively stopped any kind of social change. None of
this affected Lansdale’s reputation in his own somewhat uncritical country;
the legend of him as a semi-underground figure continued to grow, the
unconventional man for the unconventional war. He himself stayed in the



background, and the legend seemed to thrive on his lack of visibility. In
person he sometimes appeared to be a curiously disappointing, almost
simplistic man, especially in contrast to the flashing verbalism of others of
the Kennedy era. He was a man who talked vague platitudes just one step
away from the chamber of commerce. You had to get with the folks, he
would say, it was better to let the baby learn to walk on its own rather than
try and teach him too much. Part of it was his natural style, part of it was his
belief that it did not help to seem too bright. His intimates could watch him
speak in private with considerable insight, and then, with the arrival of an
outsider, switch to his low-key, folksy approach. Friends thought part of his
success (such as it was) in the Philippines and in Vietnam came about
because he had always been careful not to try and overpower the Asians he
was dealing with; he was the rarest of Americans overseas, a listener.

At the tail end of the Eisenhower years he returned to Vietnam. Having
angered powerful figures at Defense, he had experienced trouble in finding
a sponsor, but he had finally found a friend in the government who let him
make the trip. He found to his dismay, as reporters there were also
discovering in 1960, that the new version of the Vietminh, named the
Vietcong, were near victory by fighting guerrilla style in the countryside
while the American military mission continued to train the Vietnamese
army for a Korean-style invasion. President Diem was almost totally
isolated from his former friends and allies, and increasingly dependent on
his egomaniacal brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu; Diem and the American
ambassador, Elbridge Durbrow, virtually did not speak to each other.

Lansdale wrote a lengthy and very pessimistic report critical of both the
Americans and of Diem, but particularly of the former. This was important,
because Lansdale was one of the men who had invented Diem, and you do
not knock your own invention, but more significant, it was indicative of the
Lansdale approach and that of other Good Americans, those sympathetic to
Asians. They did not feel that it was deeply rooted historic forces pitted
against us which were causing the problems, but rather a failure to supply
the right people and the right techniques. Implicit in the Lansdale position
was the belief that if the right Americans influenced Diem in the right way,
Diem would respond. It was a form of limited can-doism. He recommended



a new antibureaucratic team in the Lansdale mold: “Our U.S. Team in
Vietnam should have a hard core of experienced Americans who know and
really like Asians, dedicated people who are willing to risk their lives for
the ideals of freedom, and who will try to influence and guide the
Vietnamese towards U.S. policy objectives with the warm friendship and
affection which our close alliance deserves. We should break the rules of
personnel assignment, if necessary, to get such U.S. military and civilians to
Vietnam.” What Lansdale was recommending was, of course, Lansdale.

The Lansdale report was picked up by a friend, who read it in the final
days of the Eisenhower Administration and passed it on to the new
Administration. Within days it landed with Rostow, who had been looking
for something precisely like this. (Lansdale’s effect on Rostow is
interesting: in 1954 Lansdale had gone around pouring sugar in the
Vietminh gas tanks; in 1962, at the height of the Cuban missile crisis, when
the clock was ticking off the minutes and seconds of a massive immediate
confrontation, Rostow was going around Washington talking about
sabotage against the Cubans, putting sugar in their oil refineries, which
would halt their production and transportation . . .) Rostow urged Kennedy
to read it, but the President seemed reluctant, he always had too little time.
Was it really that important? he asked. Rostow insisted. Kennedy flipped
through the pages. “Walt, this is going to be the worst one yet,” Rostow
recalled him saying, and then adding, “Get to work on this.” Which Rostow
quickly did.

As for Lansdale, he had made a favorable impression on the President;
this was the kind of man Kennedy needed. Shortly afterward Lansdale
found himself awakened by a presidential call on a Sunday morning and
hastily summoned to a special breakfast meeting at the White House. As he
walked in, Kennedy greeted him graciously and said somewhat casually,
pointing to Rusk, “Has the Secretary here mentioned that I wanted you to
be ambassador to Vietnam?” Lansdale, caught by surprise, mumbled that it
was a great honor and a marvelous opportunity. He was deeply touched, and
even more surprised, for it was the first he heard of the idea, and also, as it
happened, the last. The appointment never came through; Lansdale later
thought he had been blocked by Rusk, though he also realized that Defense



was less than anxious to have him in Vietnam. He would not return for five
more years, and by then antiguerrilla warfare was a thing of the past.
Lansdale seemed a particularly futile and failed figure; the author of how to
fight guerrilla wars the right way being part of a huge American mission
which used massive bombing and artillery fire against Vietnamese villages.

Lansdale’s more specific proposals were channeled through to Roswell
Gilpatric, the Deputy Secretary for Defense (significantly, Vietnam was
already being treated as a military problem). The suggestions were
essentially antibureaucratic, with Lansdale opposing what he assumed was
the inevitable Americanization of the operation, the creation of a mission
based on American bureaucratic needs rather than on Vietnamese realities.
In early 1961 Gilpatric was scheduled to head a task force which would
oversee the operation in Washington, and Lansdale was to be its chief in
Saigon; there would be a minimal increase in personnel, a few specialists in
the Lansdale mold, operating of course under Lansdale. These
recommendations, eventually made in late April, were soon pushed aside by
bureaucratic needs; as soon as the game was opened, each competing
agency began to beg for more men. It was like amoebae multiplying: every
agency wanted to double itself; one would become two, two would become
four. Under the revised recommendations the military mission, then totaling
685 men, would be increased to around 3,000 men in the training group;
other agencies would grow proportionately.

The recommendations were brought before Kennedy, who greeted them
with the greatest distaste. He was by no means anxious to send that many
more Americans to Vietnam; he had just staggered through the Bay of Pigs,
and if he was wary of being caught looking soft in a Cold War
confrontation, he was also wary of jumping into another confrontation.
Years later Gilpatric would remember, more than anything else, Kennedy’s
reluctance to add anything at that time to Vietnam, particularly men. Even
the small number the President finally approved was agreed to as
grudgingly as possible. There would be no 3,000-men military group,
although on April 29 the President did approve a 400-man Special Forces
group for training missions; they were, after all, his special favorites, and
they were supposed to be experts on this kind of war. But essentially his



attitude was to remain conventional about it; instead of the Vietham mission
being taken over by antibureaucratic specialists, as Lansdale wanted, it
would be run by regular career State and Defense officials in the
conventional way. There would be no specialists and no Lansdale there.

The first move toward continuing the commitment had, however, been
taken earlier without the Administration’s even being aware of how fateful
a step it was taking. It was done in an attempt to avoid a real decision, but it
would have long-range repercussions. This was the switching of
ambassadors to Vietham on March 15, 1961, when Elbridge Durbrow was
replaced by Frederick E. Nolting, Jr. The Durbrow tour had not been a
happy one; he had watched the beginning of the Vietcong pressure against
Diem, and simultaneously the accelerated estrangement of Diem from
friends, allies and reality. Their discussions had become longer and longer
monologues, and then, as Durbrow insisted on interrupting and telling Diem
how poorly things were going, their meetings became more and more
infrequent. Durbrow was, if anything, a very conservative figure, but he had
been told to be candid with Diem, and that candor was now becoming
unpleasant; toward the end Durbrow suggested that Ngo Dinh Nhu be sent
into exile as an ambassador to a foreign country. His pleas to Diem about
governmental reform, about improving the quality of commanders, about
broadening the base of the government, resembled nothing so much as the
pleas of General Stilwell to Chiang Kai-shek to do the same thing, and they
were met with the same lack of appreciation. By the end of his tour,
Durbrow was virtually persona non grata. When the Administration
decided to replace him, it did not change the policy; it did not doubt the
accuracy of what Durbrow had been reporting, but it could not afford a
serious re-evaluation of the policy, dependent as it was on Diem with all his
faults. So the change in policy would go from being honest with Diem to
being nice to him, hoping that somehow this would create a new confidence
and mutuality of trust. To inspire this confidence the Administration picked
Frederick Nolting.



Fritz to his friends, who were numerous. A proper man of proper
credentials. He had been a college teacher at one time, he came from a good
Virginia family, and he had a good war record, Navy of course. He was part
of that special group of relatively conservative Democrats from Virginia
who play a major role in the foreign service and control much of its
apparatus from the inside, who regard the foreign service as a gentleman’s
calling, and feel they produce a particularly fine brand of gentleman. He
had compiled a very good record, this hard-working, straight, somewhat
unquestioning man. He was steady and solid, and he had been sponsored by
everyone he had ever worked for. Before coming to Vietnam, he had been at
NATO, where he was head of the political section, with rank of minister,
thus the first deputy to the NATO ambassador. Vietham was his first
ambassadorial post; he had never been to Asia before, and his ideas of
Communism had all been fashioned through his European experience. It
was axiomatic that those who knew most about Asian nationalism were not
allowed to serve in their chosen area (they were contaminated by their past),
and if they had not left the foreign service they had at least switched to
another desk. Thus the price of the past was sending Europeanists like
Nolting to Asia; the new ambassador, knowing nothing of Asia, soon asked
for and received as his deputy chief of mission his prime deputy from
NATO, William Trueheart, who had not been to Asia either. Trueheart was
Nolting’s closest friend; they had been together at the University of
Virginia, and it was Trueheart who had talked Nolting into joining the
foreign service.

Coming from NATO, Nolting seemed to symbolize the continuity of an
American belief that it was American policies and American arms which
had held the line against the Communists; that we, with our determination,
could in fact make our decisions and then implant them in foreign
countries; that the world welcomed our protection and our values; and that
NATO and Vietnam were one and the same thing—despite, of course, a war
of independence fought in Vietnam against a NATO power. (“NATO,”
Nolting said shortly after his arrival, “was formed as a barrier against overt
attack and it has held up for thirteen years. We haven’t found a barrier yet
against covert aggression. If we can find such a technique, we’ll have
bottled up the Communists on another front.”)



No one in the Kennedy group knew very much about him; it was an
appointment which seemed to slip by them at the time. Only one man
seemed to be aware of its potential import, and that was Chester Bowles. He
had already been arguing for a major change of policy toward Asia, and
neutralization of Vietnam; he alone at that point seemed to see the
inevitability of a larger conflict, and the dangers of continued support of the
Diem regime. As Undersecretary of State he was responsible for most of the
ambassadorial assignments, and he believed strongly that you changed
policy by changing personnel. He learned of the Nolting appointment at the
last minute and tried to intercede against it. He felt that Nolting was being
pushed by the traditionalists and the hard-liners in the Department, which
was not surprising, considering the NATO origins. Bowles had come up
with what he thought was a particularly good man for Vietnam, a foreign
service officer named Kenneth Todd Young who had served there in the
past and had maintained a reputation for being unusually sensitive to
indigenous problems and nationalism. He had felt so frustrated that he had
left the State Department during the Dulles years in despair over American
policies. Young had returned with the coming of the Kennedy
Administration and was assigned to a task force on Laos, where he caught
Bowles’s attention. At that point in early March, Young was ticketed to be
ambassador to Thailand. Bowles, however, was even then convinced that
Vietnam rather than Thailand was going to be the main problem in
Southeast Asia, and he wanted his most sensitive man there. Besides, he
thought that Young was politically more in tune with Kennedy than Nolting
was, and he thought this would be very important for an ambassador whose
country was teetering on the brink of survival.

So, after both men had been approved for their respective posts, Nolting
for Saigon, Young for Bangkok, Bowles maneuvered to have them
switched. He talked with Young about it and found him less than eager to
accept the proposition because Young did not want to knock Nolting out of
his assigned post, but more important, because of reservations he had about
working with the Ngo family. He told Bowles he wanted to sleep on it.

Young thought long and hard that night about all the problems. Since the
Vietnamese President was an old friend, Young knew a good deal about



Diem’s abilities and liabilities, and he was also a reluctant authority on Mr.
and Mrs. Nhu. He thought they were nothing less than poison, and that
nothing could be accomplished in Vietnam as long as they were part of the
government. They would have to be split and split quickly from Diem if
there were to be any chance of success. One could not hope to be there and
work against the Nhus if they were still in the country; each night they
would destroy each day’s work. The new ambassador would have to
establish a relationship of total frankness with Diem, a relationship based
totally on mutual professional needs, and not marked by the personal ups
and downs of the past. The next day Young went to Bowles and said that he
was willing to give it a try. Soon there was a phone call from Lansdale
representing Gilpatric saying that Young was to rush over to meetings of the
Vietnam Task Force. Young was puzzled: Why was he needed? “Don’t you
know?” Lansdale asked. “The President’s agreed for you to go to Saigon.”
So it appeared to go through, and then once again it was stopped, the
protocol problems were too complicated and in addition, Nolting had
reacted badly, finding the switch insulting, which in a way it was. So Ken
Young went to Thailand, where he performed very well under far less
pressure than if he had been in Vietnam. From Bangkok he watched Saigon
with mounting horror as it became clear from the start that all demands for
reform would be dropped and the Nhus would become the dominant figures
in the government. And Fritz Nolting in Saigon would find himself under
such tension that it finally drove him not just from Vietnam but from the
foreign service as well.

Nolting was, above all, a man of the surface. If Diem could have
designed an ambassador for his country and his regime, he would have
come up with Fritz Nolting. He was a fine example of the foreign service
officer who commits himself only to the upper level of the host government
and the society, not to the country itself. If you get along with the
government and pass on its version of reality, then you are doing your job.
It was not his job to ask questions; it was his job to get things done. There
was no doubt that Nolting believed in what he was doing and saying. He
had looked and listened, and had decided that Diem was the best anti-
Communist around (there was, of course, no one else; Diem had
systematically removed all other opposition—Communist, neutralist, anti-



Communist). People who worried about the regime’s lack of appeal, of the
growing isolation of the regime, were, in his words, taking their eyes off the
ball. Stopping Communism was having your eyes on the ball. If civilians in
Saigon discussed growing political resentment and repression he would
assure all, including Washington, that he knew nothing of it, which was
true, of course; no Vietnamese other than the family trusted him. He had
forbidden members of the embassy staff to talk to any Vietnamese
dissidents; if one did not hear it, it did not exist; if one did not see it, it
never happened.

Duty instead of intelligence motivated Nolting. He was there to hold the
line, not to question it. His policy was to build credit with Diem by agreeing
to everything Diem wanted, hoping that one day he could cash in the due
bills. It necessitated reassuring Diem constantly, by always giving in,
always nodding affirmatively. There was a curious irony in this, because
Americans always warned that Asians tended to tell you what you wanted
to hear; now we had an American ambassador who told Asians what they
wanted to hear. But the special significance of Fritz Nolting was that in the
very choice of him, and his decision that yes, we could make it with Diem,
we were binding ourselves into an old and dying commitment, without
really coming to terms with what it meant.

The tightening of the bind of the commitment would continue shortly. In
late April 1961 Kennedy, deciding against increasing the American mission
substantially, thought he would boost Diem’s confidence by intangible
instead of tangible aid. The means would be the Vice-President of the
United States, Lyndon B. Johnson, then somewhat underemployed. Though
Johnson was scheduled to visit a number of Asian countries, the key stop
would be Vietnam. Curiously enough, it was not a stop that the Vice-
President particularly wanted to make. Just as a year later he would balk
when the President asked him to make a symbolic trip to Berlin—feeling
somehow that he was being used, and that his career (and possibly his life)
might be damaged—Johnson was so unenthusiastic about going to Saigon
that Kennedy had to coax him into it. “Don’t worry, Lyndon,” he said. “If



anything happens to you, Sam Rayburn and I will give you the biggest
funeral Austin, Texas, ever saw.”

The trip came nonetheless at an opportune time for Johnson, who was at
the lowest point in his career, being neither a Kennedy political insider nor
a Kennedy intellectual. To intimates he would occasionally talk about how
his chauffeur had advised him not to leave the Senate to become Vice-
President, muttering that he wished he had had that chauffeur with him in
Los Angeles when Kennedy made the offer. With others, of course, he went
to great pains to show that he was deeply involved in the inner decisions of
the Administration, that he was the real insider. One day in early 1961
Russell Baker, then a Hill reporter for the New York Times, who knew
Johnson well, had been coming out of the Senate when he was literally
grabbed by Johnson (“You, I’ve been looking for you™) and pulled into his
office. Baker then listened to an hour-and-a-half harangue about
Washington, about how busy Lyndon Johnson was, how well things were
going. There were these rumors going around that he wasn’t on the inside;
well, Jackie had said to him just the other night at dinner as she put her
hand on his, “Lyndon, you won’t desert us, will you?” They wanted him. It
was pure Johnson, rich and larger than life, made more wonderful by the
fact that if Baker did not believe it all, at least for the moment Johnson did.
And in the middle of it, after some forty minutes, Baker noticed Johnson
scribble something on a piece of paper; then he pushed a buzzer. A
secretary came in, took the paper, disappeared and returned a few minutes
later, handing the paper back to Johnson. He looked at it and crumpled it.
Then the harangue continued for another fifty minutes. Finally, exhausted
by this performance, Baker left and on the way he passed a friend named
David Barnett, also a journalist. They nodded and went their separate ways,
and the next day when Barnett ran into Baker, he asked whether Baker
knew what Johnson had written on that slip of paper. No, Baker admitted,
he did not know. “ "Who is this I’m talking to?’ ” said Barnett.

Now, on the trip all that energy with which he had overwhelmed
Washington in his earlier capacity as Senate Majority Leader, the most
influential Democrat in Washington, burst loose. He was away from
Washington, he had something to do, barnstorming, finding that all people



were alike, that he could reach out by being with them, hunkering down
with them, discovering what goals they had in common (eradication of
disease, food for all, access to electric power). There he was, campaigning
among the villagers, the more rural the better, riding in bullock carts,
inviting a Pakistani camel driver to the United States. Johnson loved it all
(“There is no doubt the villagers liked it,” wrote John Kenneth Galbraith,
recently appointed ambassador to India, “and their smiles will show in the
photographs”).

As a gesture of the President’s concern, Johnson had brought with him
Kennedy'’s sister and brother-in-law, Jean and Stephen Smith. Being a good
campaigner, Lyndon did not neglect to show their symbolic value of
traditional American concern for Asians. At every stop they were
introduced, their importance heralded, their own positions magnified with
typical Johnsonian exaggeration: Jean Smith, who started out being “the
President’s lovely little sister” soon became his “tiny little baby sister,” and
then his “itsy-bitsy little baby sister.” And Steve Smith, perhaps the only
member of the family who was not in the government, was introduced as
“the President’s brother-in-law, one of the closest members of his family,”
then as “a State Department official,” then as “an important State
Department official,” and finally as “a man who held one of the most
important and most sensitive jobs in the State Department.”

Johnson had been told to inquire in Vietnam whether Diem wanted
troops, but it was not a particularly meaningful query; neither State nor
Defense had given much thought to the question of sending troops to
Vietnam other than as a symbol, the way American troops stood in West
Berlin as a symbol of American intent; these would, if they were accepted,
be troops to stand and be seen rather than fight. By their presence they
would show the Communists that America was determined to resist; this
would give the Communists something to think about. If that did not work
there would be other gestures, gestures as much to the American people as
to the Communists. Johnson met with Diem and found that Diem was in no
rush to have Caucasian troops on his soil. Diem knew, first, that his people
would resent seeing any successor to the French there and that it might be
counterproductive, and second, that it would be a sign of personal weakness



as far as the population was concerned if he accepted American troops too
readily. He was already too dependent on the Americans as it was.

Johnson was impressed by Diem; yet the entire episode became an
example of the gamesmanship of the period. In his final report to the
President, Johnson wrote that Diem “is a complex figure beset by many
problems. He has admirable qualities, but he is remote from the people, is
surrounded by persons less admirable than he . . .” All in all it was a
reasonably fair analysis, particularly for that time, when no one tied the
problems Diem faced to the problems created by the French Indochina war.
But if that was Johnson’s private view (which was not much different from
what American reporters were writing at the time), what he was saying in
public was quite different. In public Diem was hailed as “the Winston
Churchill of Southeast Asia.” It was a comparison which boggled the mind
of everyone except members of the Ngo family, who found it only fitting
and proper. On the next leg of the trip Stan Karnow, who was then working
for the Saturday Evening Post, asked Johnson if he really believed that
about Diem. “Shit, man,” Johnson answered, “he’s the only boy we got out
there.” (Later there would be some criticism in the Eastern press of his
flamboyance in general and his lauding of Diem in particular, the
impression that once again the Texas cowboy had overdone it in his
exuberance, that he had, unlike the Kennedys, no subtlety, that he did not
know foreign affairs. Privately Johnson was quite bitter about that, feeling
that he had acted and spouted off under orders, and he would tell aides that
he was angry about the charges that he had cut the cards. “Hell,” he said,
explaining that he was under orders, “they don’t even know I took a marked
deck out there with me.”)

Johnson reported to the President that Communism must be and could be
stopped in Southeast Asia (“The battle against Communism must be joined
in Southeast Asia with strength and determination to achieve success
there”) and that even Vietnam could be saved (“if we move quickly and
wisely. We must have a coordination of purpose in our country team,
diplomatic and military. The most important thing is imaginative, creative
American management of our military aid program”). It was a fine example
of the hardening American view of the time, looking at Vietnam through the



prism of American experience, American needs and American capacities.
American purpose with Americans doing the right things could affect the
destinies of these people. The Vietnamese were secondary, a small and
unimportant people waiting to be told what to do by wiser, more subtle
foreigners. If it was one more example of the can-do syndrome, it was
similarly to stand as an example of the dangers of the game of commitment.
Kennedy had sent Johnson to Vietnam as a sign of good will, as a means of
reassuring a weak and unsatisfactory government of his commitment; the
lasting effect, however, was not on the client state but on the proprietor, and
in this case, most importantly, on the messenger himself, Lyndon Johnson;
he had given our word. It not only committed the Kennedy Administration
more deeply to Diem and Vietnam, attached Washington a little more firmly
to the tar baby of Saigon, escalated the rhetoric, but it committed the person
of Lyndon Johnson. To him, a man’s word was important. He himself was
now committed both to the war and to Diem personally.

There was a special irony to the game of commitment as it was played
with South Vietnam, great verbal reassurance in lieu of real military
support, for that was exactly how South Vietnam had been created, an
attempt to strengthen a military-political position on the cheap. Instead of
intervening directly in the French Indochina war, the United States had
decided that the benefits were not worth the risks; then, later, after the
Geneva Agreement in 1954, the United States had tried to get the same end
result, an anti-Communist nation on the border of Asian Communism, again
with others doing the real work for us.

The Americans who were wary of the French colonial war had seen their
reservations pushed aside by the fall of China in 1949 and the coming of
increased domestic political pressures against any similar signs of
weakness. Gradually the war had in our eyes gone from being a colonial
war, to a war fought by the West against international Communism. At the
same time the Americans began to underwrite it financially in 1950. But
this brought little change. The Vietminh were scarcely affected by
Washington’s will and dollars, and by 1954 the Americans were more



committed to the cause in Indochina than an exhausted France. At that time
the question arose of whether to intervene on behalf of the French—only
American intervention could keep the French in. President Eisenhower
decided against it, saying in effect that Vietnam was not worth the military
commitment. The creation of South Vietnam, a fragile country in which few
had any real hopes, followed Geneva, more as an afterthought than anything
else.

Four years of American aid, half a billion dollars a year, had had little
effect on the war. It raised the level of violence, and for a time it raised the
hopes of the French military, at precisely the same time that French popular
support was dwindling. It had once been a centrist political war in France,
but by 1954 both extremes, the left and the right, were gaining in the
National Assembly. After eight years it was a dying cause; moral views of
the struggle began to follow battlefield failure. The pressure from the
French for overt American military aid had been growing in 1953, and it
soon became more intense. The French command, frustrated by the hit-and-
run engagements with an adversary who was all-too-often invisible, had in
early 1954 devised a trap which it intended to spring on an unsuspecting
enemy. Since the Vietnamese, as General Marcel Le Carpentier had said,
did not have colonels and generals and would not understand a
sophisticated war, it would be easy to fool them. The idea was to use a
French garrison as bait at an outpost in the highlands, have the Vietminh
seize on it for a set-piece battle and mass their forces around it. Then when
the Vietminh forces were massed, the French would strike, crush the enemy
who had so long eluded them, and gain a major political and psychological
victory, just as peace talks were starting in Geneva. The name of the post
where the trap was to be sprung was Dienbienphu.

With the kind of arrogance that Western generals could still retain after
eight years of fighting a great infantry like the Vietminh, the French built
their positions in the valley and left the high ground to the Vietminh, a
move which violated the first cardinal rule of warfare: always take the high
ground. An American officer who visited the site just before the battle
noticed this and asked what would happen if the Vietminh had artillery. Ah,
he was assured by a French officer, they had no artillery, and even if they



did, they would not know how to use it. But they did have artillery and they
did know how to use it. On the first night of the battle the French artillery
commander, shouting “It is all my fault, it is all my fault,” committed
suicide by throwing himself on a grenade. Westerners always learned the
hard way in Indochina; respect for the enemy always came when it was too
late.

French domestic support had been ebbing daily and this finished it; the
garrison, however, was trapped, and day by day as the Vietminh pounded
the French defenders, pressure grew for the Americans to enter the war and
save the gallant French. Significantly, as was to happen eleven years later,
the original idea was only partial intervention, not really to take over the
French war and supplant the French on the ground, but simply to rescue the
garrison. Use a little air power. Bombing alone would do it. The rationale
was made as limited as possible, and again, as would happen later, it was
given under crisis-panic conditions. Naturally, the French found allies in the
American government anxious to involve this country in their war, a war
which over the last three years was no longer seen in the United States as a
colonial war, but now, more conveniently, as part of a global struggle
against Communism.

In the high levels of the American government there were at least two
people who wanted to go and bomb the Vietminh and rescue the garrison.
The first was Admiral Arthur W. Radford, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, who had become a zealot of air power. Radford was one of the
architects, perhaps the chief architect, of the Eisenhower Administration’s
New Look policies: the bigger bang for the buck, and a belief that air
power, and carrier-based air power with nuclear weapons or perhaps simply
the threat of nuclear weapons, would determine the global balance. A new
and glistening and yet inexpensive Pax Americana—what could be better?
The other Chiefs thought that it had all come about when Eisenhower made
his famed campaign promise to go to Korea. He and Dulles had picked up
Radford in Honolulu, where the admiral made the case for the new policies
which would bring air power to its zenith at a cut-rate price and which
would spare American lives; the kind of dirty war that was being fought in
Korea would never have to be fought again, particularly in Asia, where the



hordes and hordes of yellow people made a good old-fashioned land war
untenable. Under the New Look the budget would be cut, but we would be
as powerful, perhaps more powerful than ever. Dulles was of course
enthusiastic, it fit in with his view of the U.S. role in the world, particularly
of playing a greater role in Asia.

So the New Look became policy; much to the chagrin of the United
States Army, West Point’s most illustrious graduate was cutting back the
Army’s roles and missions. Radford, a man of force, conviction and
forthrightness, was then a Chief whose military policies had become
Administration political policies; they were, some thought, more theoretical
than realistic. Now with the garrison trapped at Dienbienphu, Radford was
ready; it was his first chance to test the New Look, and he was eager to go.
One good solid air strike at the attackers, and that would do it. There was,
in his presentation, very little emphasis on what would happen if the air
strikes did not work. Like many high Air Force supporters and converts, he
believed in the invincibility of his weapon; Army officers were rarely so
convinced.

The second figure who ostensibly wanted to go in was Secretary of State
John Foster Dulles. The word “ostensibly” is used here because while there
was no doubt about Radford’s real desire, there is some doubt about
Dulles’; the public and the private Dulleses were not always the same thing.
He was a moralist, if anything even more Wilsonian than Acheson, a true
hard-liner. Despite all the campaign oratory of Democratic failures, he
believed that Acheson had succeeded in Europe but that he had failed in
two areas: holding the line in Asia and dealing with the Congress. In order
to seek an accommodation with the Congress he would, in fact, appease it
by opening the doors of his Department to the security people, offering his
Asian experts to them, small concessions really, firing John Paton Davies as
a minor human sacrifice, though he knew that Davies was above reproach.

Eager to mold history to his whims, Dulles was quick to talk about the
evils of Communism, particularly Asian Communism, particularly the evil
Chinese Communists. Bedell Smith, his Undersecretary, would tell friends,
“Dulles is still dreaming his fancy about reactivating the civil war in



China.” Yet there was sometimes a degree of flexibility to him in private
which contrasted with the soaring arrogant moralism of his public
statements (questioned about this, he would smile and tell friends that he
had not been the highest paid corporation counsel in New York for nothing;
he knew how and when to deal). Just how much he wanted to go into
Indochina is still in doubt; perhaps he was more interested in making the
case for going in, and thus put the burden for the failure to intervene on
allies and the Congress. This would be a division of responsibility (as
Acheson had not shared responsibility on China). They did, after all, have
to live up to their rhetoric.

Eisenhower himself was more than ambivalent. He had been elected as a
peace candidate, for one thing, and he was particularly reluctant to get into
a land war in Asia; he had been elected in large part because of national
fatigue with just such an enterprise. While considerable evidence exists that
some members of his Administration wanted to go in, there is very little
evidence that Eisenhower shared their view and used the full force of his
personality and the weight of his office to convince legislative and
bureaucratic doubters. If anything, the reverse is true: he activated all those
around him, let them make their case (their case being destructive to the
idea of intervention), and sat like a judge.

When Eisenhower was running for President in 1952, he had moved first
to consolidate his position within his newly adopted political party and
establish rapport with the more conservative Republicans headed by Taft.
Taft was embittered by the Korean War, not because he thought it was the
wrong war, but because he felt that Truman had usurped the powers of the
Congress. During the 1952 campaign Eisenhower had again and again
pledged that he would consult with the legislative branch, that he would
return the Congress to its proper place in decision making. In addition, he
had been extremely critical of the war itself. “If there must be war,” he said
during the campaign, “let it be Asians against Asians with our support on
the side of freedom.” So Eisenhower was committed to genuine
consultations and he was also against land wars in Asia. At the same time,
he belonged to a party which had come to power exploiting the issue of
anti-Communism and the failure to hold the line against the Communists,



particularly in Asia. Now, with pressure mounting for intervention in
Vietnam, he was caught in something of a dilemma. The party lines were
already being drawn; perhaps Red-baiting would be a two-way street.
(Thruston Morton, then an Assistant Secretary of State for Congressional
Relations, would recall coming out of a House session at the time and
overhearing Franklin Roosevelt, Jr., say to James Richards, “The damn
Republicans blamed us for losing China and now we can blame them for
losing Southeast Asia.”)

If early in 1954 Eisenhower had any doubts about the attitude of the
Congress toward American intervention, they disappeared in February 1954
when the Department of Defense announced that forty B-26 fighter-
bombers and two hundred American technicians were being sent to
Indochina. This was the first American aid in personnel, and if it was a trial
balloon, it worked handily; the Congressional reaction was swift and
ferocious. The Administration, somewhat surprised by the vehemence of
the response, immediately announced that the technicians would be
withdrawn by June 12. But even this was considered too late. Mike
Mansfield rose in the Senate to ask whether it was true, as rumored, that the
United States planned to send two combat divisions to Indochina. He was
assured by Majority Leader William Knowland, speaking for the
Administration, that it had no such intention. And Senator Richard Russell
warned that this was a mistake which could bring us piecemeal into the war.
The Administration quickly backed down, and in backing down, it showed
that it realized just how war-weary the country was.

Nevertheless, the pressure from the French continued to build. With the
garrison at Dienbienphu obviously trapped, there was an emotional quality
to the crisis, a desire to save the boys. Admiral Radford was sympathetic.
Dulles seemed sympathetic. Vice-President Nixon was said to favor
intervention. Eisenhower was reported to be ambivalent, not revealing his
own feelings. On April 3, 1954, at Eisenhower’s suggestion, Dulles met
with the Congressional leadership, a group which included Minority Leader
Lyndon B. Johnson and the ranking Democrat on the Armed Services
Committee, Richard Russell. Significantly, though the idea for the meeting
was Eisenhower’s, he was not present; he did not put his own feelings and



prestige on the line that day. Rather he let his Secretary of State make the
case, even though Dulles had far less influence with the Democrats because
of partisan statements in the past.

As it turned out, though, Dulles was in effect putting his office on the
line; he himself did not make the case. It was Admiral Radford who carried
the ball, a man who neither represented a national American position, nor
for that matter even an Administration position, nor necessarily the position
of the American military. The purpose of the meeting soon became clear:
the Administration wanted a congressional resolution to permit the
President to use naval and air power in Indochina, particularly a massive air
strike to save the garrison at Dienbienphu. Radford made a strong and
forceful presentation: the situation was perilous. If Indochina went, then
Southeast Asia would go. We would be moved back to Hawaii. The Navy,
he assured the senators, was ready to go, two hundred planes were on the
carriers Essex and Boxer.

The senators began to question Radford. Would this be an act of war?
Yes, we would be in the war. What would happen if the first air strike did
not succeed in relieving the garrison? We would follow it up. What about
ground forces? Radford gave an ambivalent answer.

Senator Knowland told his colleagues that he was on board, which was
not surprising, since he was a certified hawk, a member of the China Lobby,
fond of ending meetings by giving the Nationalist toast, “Back to the
mainland.” Not everyone else was so euphoric or enthusiastic. Senator
Earle Clements of Kentucky asked Radford if all the other Chiefs were on
board. Radford said they were not.

“How many of them agree with you?” Radford was asked.
“None,” he answered.
“How do you account for that?”

“I have spent more time in the Far East than any of them and I
understand the situation better.” (Which was not true; all the other Chiefs



had spent comparable time in Asia.)

At this point Johnson took over. He had talked with Russell earlier—at
this stage of his career he was still quite dependent on Russell for private
leadership and advice—and had found that Russell was appalled by the
whole thing. Russell had in fact been wary of the gradual expansion of the
American empire since World War II. He did not think our power was
limitless, and he was worried that our designs would take us beyond our
reach, that we would enter places where we were not wanted. Indochina, he
thought, was the symbol of it all and might turn into an enormous trap. Now
Johnson was disturbed by the implications of the Radford appeal for a
variety of reasons. He doubted that the necessary resources existed in a war-
weary country which had just come out of Korea, and he did not want the
blame for refusing to go to war placed on him and the Democratic
leadership in Congress. If Eisenhower went for a congressional resolution,
then Johnson would be right smack on the spot, which was exactly where
he did not want to be—he was always uneasy about being out front. He
certainly did not want the Democrats to be blamed for losing Indochina.

The Democrats, he told Dulles, had been blamed for the Korean War and
for having gone in virtually alone without significant allies. Knowland
himself, Johnson pointed out, had criticized the Democrats for supplying 90
percent of the men and money in Korea. The patriotism of Democratic
officials had been questioned. He was touched now to be considered so
worthy and so good a patriot as to be requested to get on board. But first he
had some questions, because he did not want to relive the unhappy recent
past. What allies did they have who would put up sizable amounts of men

for Indochina? Had Dulles consulted with any allies? No, said the Secretary,
he had not.

By the time the two-hour meeting was over, Johnson had exposed the
frailty of the Administration’s position. (This may have been exactly what
Eisenhower wanted, to expose his case and have the Congress itself pick
apart the weaknesses. Eisenhower was a subtle man, and no fool, though in
pursuit of his objectives he did not like to be thought of as brilliant; people
of brilliance, he thought, were distrusted. It was not by chance that he had



not been present; let Dulles make the case.) The military were far from
unanimous about whether to undertake the air strike. In addition, the United
States might have to go it alone if it entered a ground war. Dulles was told
to sign up allies, though it was known that Anthony Eden was dubious.
Thus the burden, which the Administration had ever so gently been trying
to shift to the Congress, had now been ever so gently shifted back, if not to
the Administration, at least to the British, who were known to be
unenthusiastic.

No one, it seemed, was eager to take real responsibility. The President
had again used the Congress as a sounding board and had quickly sensed
deep reservations. But as Dienbienphu still held, the pressure did not go
away.

Again, however, a key individual would help prevent the United States
from stumbling into this war which no one wanted, but which the rhetoric
seemed to necessitate. This time it was the Army Chief of Staff, General
Matthew B. Ridgway. He was an imposing figure, Big Matt Ridgway, hard
and flinty. Organizer of the first American airborne division, the 82nd, he
led the first American airborne into Sicily, and then jumped again in
Normandy, and was the first commander of the 8th Airborne Corps in 1945.
When the end of the war was near, he had been chosen to lead all airborne
troops in the scheduled invasion of Japan. He had thus ended the war as a
general with an enormous reputation, yet his career still very much in
bloom, the top commander of elite units. He had been brought to the
Pentagon right before the Korean War and was considered a possible Chief
of Staff, and when the Korean War broke out, he had been told to keep an
eye on General Walton Walker’s Eighth Army and be ready to go if
anything happened to Walker. When Walker was killed in an accident, he
took over the Eighth Army. He made a point of being a dramatic figure,
aware that the men were always watching. Even as commander of the
Eighth Army in Korea, he wore his paratrooper’s jump harness, a reminder
to a trooper that he had been airborne, and on that harness his ever-present
two grenades. Almost the first thing he did when he took over the Korean
command was symbolic: he stopped all troops from riding in closed jeeps
because he felt it gave them a false sense of warmth and security and thus



made them more vulnerable to the enemy and the cold. When Truman
finally fired MacArthur, Ridgway replaced him, and had systematically
pulled the U.S. forces back together, and made his reputation even more
enviable, both to soldier and civilian. He was by 1954 the most prestigious
American still in uniform, an old-fashioned, hard-nosed general of great
simplicity and directness.

When Ridgway left for Korea in December 1950, he had been Deputy
Chief of Staff for over a year. During that period the State Department had
on several occasions asked for increased military aid for the French, and
each time Ridgway had bitterly opposed it. To him, it was like throwing
money down a rathole, and a bad rathole at that. He did not have much
sympathy for the French cause; after all, they had never sent their own
draftees to Indochina—just mercenaries, as he called them. Part of his
reasoning was very old-fashioned: he thought we were supposed to be an
anticolonial power and this was a colonial war, absolutely contrary to the
traditions we said we espoused. If Radford believed that politically we had
to stop Red China from sweeping over the entire peninsula, then Ridgway
was a man of different political convictions; he thought the region was
important but not vital, and he believed in diversity; he did not think that
the Communists could long hold control over such diverse peoples. They
might try, he thought, but it would not work well. It could not be done. He
was, in effect, a military extension of Kennan.

Now, in April 1954, with the pressure mounting, and knowing that
bombing would lead to ground troops, Ridgway was very uneasy. He knew
Radford wanted in, and he suspected Dulles wanted to test the New Look.
Ridgway had always thought the New Look both foolish and dangerous.
Wars were settled on the ground, and on the ground the losses were always
borne by his people, U.S. Army foot soldiers and Marines. It was his job to
protect his own men. So he sent an Army survey team to Indochina to
determine the requirements for fighting a ground war there. What he
wanted was the basic needs and logistics of it. He sent signalmen, medical
men, engineers, logistics experts. What were the port facilities, the rail
facilities, the road facilities? What was the climate like, which were the
endemic diseases? How many men were needed?



The answers were chilling: minimal, five divisions and up to ten
divisions if we wanted to clear out the enemy (as opposed to six divisions in
Korea), plus fifty-five engineering battalions, between 500,000 and
1,000,000 men, plus enormous construction costs. The country had nothing
in the way of port facilities, railroads and highways, telephone lines. We
would have to start virtually from scratch, at a tremendous cost. The United
States would have to demand greater mobilization than in Korea, draft calls
of 100,000 a month. Nor would the war be as easy as Korea, where the
South Koreans had been an asset to the troops in the rear guard. It was more
than likely that in this political war the population would help the Vietminh
(Ridgway was thus willing to make this crucial distinction that everyone
glossed over in 1965). Instead of being like the Korean War it would really
be more like a larger and more costly version of the Philippine insurrection,
a prolonged guerrilla war, native against Caucasian, which lasted from 1899
to 1913 and which had been politically very messy. Nor did the Army
permit the White House the luxury of thinking that we could get by only
with air power. Radford’s plans for an air strike were contingent on seizure
of China’s Hainan Island, which seemed to guard the Tonkin Gulf, because
the Navy did not want to enter the gulf with its carriers and then have
Chinese airbases right behind them. But if we captured Hainan, the Chinese
would come across with everything they had; then it was not likely to
remain a small war very long.

Thus the Ridgway report, which no one had ordered the Chief of Staff to
initiate, but Ridgway felt he owed it both to the men he commanded and to
the country he served. His conclusion was not that the United States should
not intervene, but he outlined very specifically the heavy price required. On
April 26 the Geneva Conference opened. On May 7 Dienbienphu fell. On
May 11 Ridgway briefed the Secretary of the Army and the Secretary of
Defense on his survey team’s report. Shortly afterward he briefed the
President. Eisenhower did not say much at the time, Ridgway recalled, just
listened and asked a few questions. But the impact was formidable.
Eisenhower was a professional soldier and an expert in logistics; the
implications were obvious. “The idea of intervening,” Ridgway would
write, “was abandoned.” Later Eisenhower himself wrote of his doubts of a



Radford air strike; it would be an act of war which might easily fail and
then leave the United States in a position of having intervened and failed.

Even after Dienbienphu fell there would be other efforts by Dulles to
arrange for American intervention. But the high point of it had passed, the
emotional pitch had been reached when there were white men trapped in
that garrison, about to be overrun by yellow men. The pressure thereafter
would be more abstract. Dulles still talked of going in, and there were even
letters from Eisenhower to the British suggesting that common cause be
made. The British, more realistic about their resources, wanted no part of it.
These subsequent attempts to go in were sincere, and to what degree they
represented an attempt to share responsibility for not going is difficult to
determine. But Eisenhower was in no mood for unilateral action, and in
1954 his manner of decision making contrasted sharply with that of Lyndon
Johnson some eleven years later. Whereas Eisenhower genuinely consulted
the Congress, Johnson paid lip service to real consultation and manipulated
the Congress. Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff had made a tough-minded,
detailed estimate of what the cost of the war would be; eleven years later an
all-out effort was made by almost everyone concerned to avoid determining
and forecasting what the reality of intervention meant. In 1954 the advice of
allies was genuinely sought; in 1965 the United States felt itself so powerful
that it did not need allies, except as a means of showing more flags and
gaining moral legitimacy for the U.S. cause. Eisenhower took the projected
costs of a land war to his budget people with startling results; Johnson and
McNamara would carefully shield accurate troop projections not only from
the press and the Congress but from their own budgetary experts. The
illusion of air-power advocates and their political allies that bombing could
be separated from combat troops, which was allowed to exist in 1965, was
demolished in 1954 by both Ridgway and Eisenhower.

Thanks to Eisenhower and Ridgway, a war that no one wanted was
allowed to slip by; responsibility was very pleasantly divided among the
Administration, the military, the Congress and the allies. Eisenhower
himself deserved the credit, but Ridgway made it easier by giving the
President a base of expertise and old-fashioned integrity, a general less than
eager for a bad war. Later Ridgway would write that of all the things he had



done in his career—the battles fought, units commanded, medals won,
honors accorded—there was nothing he was prouder of than helping to keep
us from intervening in Indochina. The country was very lucky in having
him there; it would not always be so lucky. Eleven years later he watched
with mounting horror how we were doing all the things he had managed to
prevent. In 1965 he would serve as a source for doubters like columnist
Walter Lippmann and Senator Fulbright, but repeated efforts to make him
go public with his reservations failed. He did not feel he could go against
the men like Westmoreland he had once led.

If Ridgway was not consulted by President Johnson in 1965, perhaps it
was because his views were already known. But in February 1968, when
the great controversy raged over whether to limit intervention, he was
called in by the President to discuss the war. And there was one moment
which reflected the simplicity and toughness of mind which he and others
had exhibited in 1954, and the fuzziness of the 1965 decision making.
Ridgway was sitting talking with Johnson and Vice-President Humphrey
when the phone rang. When Johnson picked it up, Ridgway turned to
Humphrey and said there was one thing about the war which puzzled him.

“What’s that?” Humphrey asked.

“I have never known what the mission for General Westmoreland was,”
Ridgway said.

“That’s a good question,” said Humphrey. “Ask the President.”

But when Johnson returned, he immediately got into one of his long
monologues about his problems, pressures from every side, and the
question was never asked.

But not going into French Indochina in 1954 was not the same thing as
getting out. We decided that we would stay and supplant the French after
the Geneva Agreements had been signed in July, calling for a division of
the country. Ho Chi Minh established himself in the North, so Dulles



decided that the rest of the country, below the 17th parallel, would be a
Western bastion against the Communists—exactly, we thought, what the
South Vietnamese would want: our protection, our freedoms. There was
arrogance, idealism and nalveté to it. We assumed that as Western Europe
had welcomed our presence there, the South Vietnamese would want us in
their country, despite the fact that we had been on the wrong side of a long
and bitter colonial war. We had assumed that we could sit on the sidelines
without helping the nationalists in their fight for freedom; we could help the
colonial power and somehow not pay a heavy price. Yet this illusion
existed; we were different, we were not a colonial power. Dienbienphu,
Dulles said at the time, “is a blessing in disguise. Now we enter Vietnam
without the taint of colonialism.”

Nothing would hold Dulles back; there was an absolute belief in our
cause, our innocence and worthiness, also a belief that it was politically
better to be in than to be out. It was mostly Dulles’ initiative. We would
start in South Vietnam, Dulles decided, by sending a couple of hundred
advisers there. The foreign aid bill at that time contained a provision which
allowed the President to switch 10 percent from one aid program to another.
This could be done without congressional approval, so at Dulles’ urging,
Eisenhower took 10 percent of the money set aside for other countries and
ticketed it to Vietnam. In addition, the decision to send advisers was made
in late September, when Congress was out of session, but as a courtesy the
President and the Secretary of State agreed that the congressional leaders
should be notified.

Thruston Morton was assigned to inform Senator Russell of the Armed
Services Committee that the President would be sending an estimated 200
men to South Vietnam as well as funding the country. Russell answered that
it was a mistake, it would not stay at 200, it would eventually go to 20,000
and perhaps one day even as high as 200,000.

Morton answered that he doubted this, and that the President intended to
go ahead; they were just advisers, anyway.



“I think this is the greatest mistake this country’s ever made,” Russell
said. “I could not be more opposed to it.”

Morton again a