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September 29. 1967 

FROM WALT ROSTOW 

FOR THE PRESIDENT 

The following memorandum to you from Clark Clifford (requested by me) 

should be of some comfort to you tonight. It represents his full notes on 

President Eisenhower's briefing of President-elect Kennedy on Laos and 

Southeast Asia on January 19. 1961. 
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TO: 

FROM: CLARK LIFFORD 

tween President Eise ower and President-ele 
on e Subject of Laos 

~ ______ ~ ______ ----r-'-----------

. The meeting was held in the Cabinet Room with the following 

me n present: President Eisenhower, Secretary of State Christian Herter, 

Secretary of Defense Thomas Gates, Secretary of Treasury Robert Anderson, 

and General Wilton B. Persons. 

With President-elect Kennedy were the new Secretary of ~tate 

Dean Rusk, . the new Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, the new 

Secretary of Treas ury Doug las Dillon, and Clark M. Clifford •. 

An agenda for the meeting had been prepared by Persons and 

Clifford. The subjects on the agenda had been recommended by the 

pa.-ties present at the conference and were arranged under the headings of 

"S·:ate", "Defense", and" Treasury." The first· subject under the heading 

of "State" was Laos. 

President Eisenhower opened the discussion on Laos by stating 

that the United States was determined to preserve the independence of 

Laos. It was his opinion that if Laos should fall to the Communists, then 

it would be just a question of time until South Vietnam, Cambodia, 

Thailand and Burma would collapse. He felt that the Communists had 
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designs on all of Southeast Asia, and that it would be a tragecly to permit 

Laos to fall. 

President Eisenhower gave a brief review of the various moves 

and coups that had taken place in Laos involving the Pathet Lao, 

Souvanna Phouma, Boun Oum, and Kong Le. He said that the evidence 

was clear that Communist China and North Vietnam were determined to 

destroy the independence of Laos. He also added that the Russians 

were sending in substantial supplies in support of the Pathet Lao in an 

dfort to overturn the government. 

President Eisenhower said it would be fatal for us to permit 

Communists to .insert themselves in the Laotian government. He recalled 

::hat our experience had clearly demonstrated that under such circum-

,;tances the Communists always ended up in control. He cited China 

as an illustration. 

At this point, Secretary of State Herter intervened to state that 

;f the present government of Laos were to apply to SEATO for aid under 

the Pact, Herter was of the positive opinion that the signatories to the 

SEATO Pact were bound. President Eisenhower'agreed with this and in 

his statement gave the impression that the request for aid had already 

come from the government of Laos. He corroborated the binding nature 

of the obligation of the United States under the SEATO Pact. 

President Eisenhower stated that the British and the French did 
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not want SEATO to intervene in Laos, and he indicated that they 

would probably continue to maintain that attitude. President 

Eisenhower said that if it were not appropriate for SEATO to intervene 

in Laos, that his next preference would be the International Control 

Commission. He was sure, however, that the Soviet Union did not 

want the ICC to go into Laos. President Eisenhower stated that if 

this country had a choice as to whether the task should be assu~ed by 

SEATO or the ICC, that he personally would prefer SEATO • 

• 
Secretary Herter stated that we possibly could work out some 

agreement with the British, if they could be persuaded to recognize 

the present government in Laos. The chances of accomplishing this, 

however, appeared to be remote. 

Secretary Herter stated, with President Eisenhower's approval, 

that we should continue every effort to make a political settlement in 

Laos. He added, however, that if such efforts were fruitless, then 

the United States must intervene in concert with our allies. If we were 

unable to persuade our allies, then we must go it alone. 

At this point, President Eisenhower said with considerable 

emotion that Laos was the key to the entire area of Southeast Asia. He 

said that if we permitted Laos to fall, then we would have to write off 

all the area. He stated that we must not permit a Communist take-over. 

He reiterated that we should make every effort to persuade member 

nations of SEATO or the ICC to accept the burden with us to defend the 
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.freedom of Laos. 

As he concluded these remarks, President Eisenhower 

stated it was imperative that Laos be defended. He said that the 

United States should accept this task with our allies, if we could 

persuade them, and alone if we could not. He added that "our 

'milateral intervention would be our last desperate hope" in the 

"vent we were unable to prevail upon the other signatories to Join us. 

At one time it was hoped that perhaps some type of arrange-

ment could be made with Kong Le. This had proved fruitless, however, 

,md President Eisenhower said "he was a lost soul and wholly 

_.rre trievable • " . 

Commenting upon President Eisenhower's statement that we 

'Nould have to go to the support of Laos alone if we could not persuade 

others to proceed with us, President-elect Kennedy asked the question 

'is to how long it would take to put an American division into Laos. 

Secretary Gates replied that it would take from twelve to seventeen 

days but that some of that time could be saved if American forces, 

then in the Pacific, could be utilized. Secretary Gates added that the 

American forces were in excellent shape and that modernization of the 

Army was making good progress. 

President-elect Kennedy commented upon the seriousness of 

-he situation in Laos and in Southeast ASia and asked if the situation 
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seemed to be approaching a climax. General Eisenhower stated 

that the entire proceeding was extremely confused but that it was 

clear that this country was obligated to support the existing govern­

ment in Laos. 

The discussion of Laos led to some concluding general 

statements regarding Southeast Asia. It was agreed that Thailand 

was a valuable ally of the United States, and that one of the dangers 

of a Communist take-over in Laos would be to expose Thailand's borders. 

In this regard, it was suggested that the military training under French 

supervision in Thailand was very poor and that it would be a good idea. 

to get American military instructors there as soon as possible so the 

level of military capability could be raised. 

President Eisenhower sai.d there was some indication that 

Russia was concerned over Communist pressures in Laos and in 

Southeast Asia emanating from China and North Vietnam. It was felt 

that this attitude could possibly lead to some difficulty between 

Russia and China. 

This phase of the discussion was concluded by President 

Eisenhower in commenting philosophically upon the fact that the 

morale existing in the democratic forces in Laos appeared to be dis-
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appOinting. He wondered aloud why, in interventions of this kind, 

we always seem to find that the morale of the Communist forces was 

better than that of the democratic forces. His explanation was that 

the Communist philosophy appeared to produce a sense of dedication 

on the part of its adherents, while there was not the same sense of 

dedication on the part of those supporting the free forces. He stated 

that the entire problem of morale was a serious one and would have to 

be taken into consideration as we became more deeply involved. 
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