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all areas of the world threatened by Soviet expansion. Otherwise, if 
temporarily halted by our action in Greece and Turkey, the Soviets 
may decide to accelerate expansion in the Far East, in order to 
gain control of those areas which outflank us in the Near and 
Middle East." 

The JCS memorandum noted the fact that "The principal differ­
ence between the situation in China and that in the Near and 
Middle East is that in China there does not exist a united national 
government on which effective resistance to Soviet expansionist 
policy may be based." While they accepted Marshall's goal of estab­
lishing a government that the public would support and that could 
operate effectively. the Joint Chiefs argued that greater U.S. mili­
tary assistance could contribute to this end. and could deter the 
Communists while political reforms were being made. I ' 1 

In the spring of 1947, Marshall agreed to lift the embargo on 
military supplies to China, and by the following November he 
seems to have reluctantly come to the conclusion that, as he stated 
in another meeting with Pentagon officials. ". . . we have the prob­
lem of prolonging the agonies of a corrupt government, and that 
we probably have reached the point where we will have to accept 
the fact that this government will have to be retained in spite of 
our desire to change its character."'" Based on this conclusion, 
Marshall agreed to support economic aid to China. recognizing also 
that this could strengthen the administration's request for econom­
ic aid to Europe. Thus. in December 1947, when it requested con­
gressional authorization of the Marshall plan. the administration 
told Congress that it was preparing a request also for China. No 
military assistance was to be requested, however, because of Mar­
shall's concern, which was shared by Truman, about possible U.S. 
military involvement in China. 

The request for economic aid to China was approved by Congress 
in the spring of 1948, but both the House and the Senate also voted 
in favor of providing limited military assistance, and the ftnal 
act'" authorized $125 million for "special grants" to the National­
ists, presumably to be used primarily for military items. 

To repeat, the analysis of these various actions helps to explain 
the way in which Congress and the executive branch reacted to a 
situation in which an existing, anti-Communist government was 
seeking U.S. support in its fight against Communist insurgents. 
and the effects of this position on, as well as in comparison with, 
the subsequent treatment of Vietnam. In the case of Vietnam, Con­
gress approved the decisions of every administration, beginning 
with Truman, to support the anti-Communist government and to 
prevent the Communists from gaining power. In the case of China, 
however, the executive branch had concluded by 1947-48 that the 
Communists probably would defeat the Nationalists, and that there 
was little the U.S. could do about the situation except to delay the 
takeover. This, too, was accepted by Congress, although some Mem­
bers dissented vigorously. 

1I1lbid., pp" 838-848. For the reply or the Office of Far E.utern Affairs of the State Depart, 
J:IlIM).t eee p_ 849. 
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On February 20, 1948, Secretary of State Marshall, testifying in 
an executive session of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, said, 
"Present developments make it unlikely . . . that any amount of 
U.S. military or economic aid could make the present Chinese Gov­
ernment capable of reestablishing and then maintaining its control 
throughout all of China-that is, unless they reach some political 
agreement." "In these circumstances," he added, "any large-scale 
United States effort to assist the Chinese Government to oppose 
the Communists would most probably degenerate into a direct U.S. 
undertaking and responsibility, involving the commitment of size­
able forces and resources over an indefinite period . . . the costs of 
an all-out effort to see Communist forces resisted and destroyed in 
China would . . . be impossible to estimate, but the magoitude of 
the task and the probable costs thereof would clearly be out of all 
proportion to the results to be obtained." "The United States would 
have to be prepared to take over the Chinese Government, practi­
cally, and administer its economic, military, and government af­
fairs. Strong Chinese sensibilities regarding infringement of 
China's sovereignty, the intense feeliug of nationalism among all 
Chinese, and the unavailability of qualifled American personnel in 
the large numbers required argue strongly against attempting any 
such solution." 

It was clear, however, that the executive branch also felt com­
pelled at this point to provide limited assistance to China if only to 
avoid the precipitous withdrawal of U.S. support from a traditional 
ally, and to obtain whatever benefits might result from conducting 
a holding operation against the Communists. Thtu;, Marshall con­
cluded his testimony by asserting that the executive branch had 
"an intense desire to help China," and that "It would be against 
U.S. interests to demonstrate a complete lack of confidence in the 
Chinese Government and to add to its difficulties by abruptly re­
jecting its request for assistance."'" The Army, Navy and Air 
Force disagreed with Marshall and the State Department, and fa­
vored military as well as economic assistance to China. , .. 

In the House of Representatives, which acted first on the Mar­
shall plan bill, Representative Judd questioned Secretary Marshall 
extensively during an executive session of the Foreign Affairs Com­
mittee, and concluded by telling Marshall: "Bad as it is, I admit 
everything you said and more, but the alternative is worse: The 
loss of what we fought for. If China is not going to be free, and is to 
come under Soviet domination, the last war was not only futile, it 
was a great mistake because we wind up with less security than 
when we began.""· 

Judd argued during the hearings that economic aid for China 
would be "Operation Rathole" unless there was also military aid 
"to protect the investment."'" He and others also pointed out 
that, unlike the Greek-Turkish aid program, U.S. military advisers 

IHHFAC His. Ser., voL ¥n, 'PP. 166-168. to'or an analysis of this point, and of the executive 
branch view of the reittuonsrup of China aid to other foreign policy interests.. see John H. 
Feaver, "'The Ch.illa Aid Bill of 1948: Lim.ited ~ $$ a Cold War Strau,gy," Diplomatic 
H .. ",,.,. 5 (Spring 1981). pp. 10'1-120. 
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were forbidden from giving operational (combat) advice to Chinese 
troops, and recommended that this restriction be removed. (Al· 
though the hearings and debates do not 80 indicate, the proposal 
for administering China military aid in like manner to that for 
Greece and Turkey was aJ.eo motivated by the desire to have U.S. 
military advisers supervise the procurement and use of military 
items by the Chinese in order to insure proper purchasing of neces­
sary items, and to avoid fraud and diversion.)"· 

The arguments of Judd and other RepUblicans on the committee 
prevailed, and the bill l1li reported from committee approved the re­
quest for economic aid to China, and added $150 million in military 
aid to be administered under the same terms as the military assist­
ance program for Greece and Turkey. The committee aJ.eo voted, 
after House Republican leaders decided that a consolidated bill 
would have stronger support, to add China to the bill authorizing 
the Marshall plan. 

In its report the Foreign Affairs Committee declared, u. • . the 
United States can no more afford to see China become a coordinat­
ed part of another system than it can afford to see Greece and 
Turkey become part of another system." Furthermore, the report 
stated, "The committee is convinced that in cases where civil war 
and Communist aggression are present, as In China and Greece, 
and external threats are dangerous, as in Greece and Turkey, mili­
tary-type aid is required to insure the effectiveness of economic 
aid."lS. 

In the House, dehate on the China section of the Marshall plan 
bill was limited aimost entirely to two motions by Democrats on 
the Foreign Affairs Committee to strike that section from the bill. 
An amendment by Mansfield to strike both China and Greek-Turk­
ish aid, on the grounds that they should be considered In separate 
legislation, was defeated 18-152. An amendment by James P. Rich­
ards (D/S.C.) to strike the China section on the same grounds was 
defeated 31-113."0 There was virtually no discussion of the pro­
posal for military assistance to China or the proposal to administer 
this assistance in a manner like that for Greece and Turkey. 
Whereas only a year before there had been considerable debate on 
the use of military advisers in Greece and Turkey, in this debate 
the subject was not even raised. Whether from the deteriorating 
situation in China, or the recent Communist coup In Czechoslova­
kia, Or increasing public support for a military response to Commu­
nist threat, or a combination of these, it was clear that the mood of 
Congress had changed Bubstantiaily since the debate on Greek­
Turkish aid. 

A similar mood prevailed In the Senate, but, unlike the House. 
there was very little enthusiasm for aid to China. Except for Chair­
man Vandenberg, the Foreign Relations Committee Willi generally 
opposed to any further economic assistance to China, and the com· 
mittee unanimously opposed military assistance. especially the 
House proposal for a niilitary program like the Greek-Turkish aid 
program. Typical were the comments in executive session by Sena-

ll:1JSee the memorandu.m of conversation with Judd, FRfJ£ 1941!, vol VIII, p" 109 
u·H, Rept. ~1585, "':printed in BFAC Bu;. Ser., voL lll. pp. 17&-219 
HOCR. vol.. 94. pp. 386,. 3$,2 Th~ VOte8 were by dtvision. 
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tor George and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge (R/MassJ. George said, 
". . . 1 think that anything we give to China is probably just a com­
plete waate; just a venture into outer darkness. We don't know 
what we are doing, and we can't do any good by it. ... " Lodge 
said, "If I didn't think that the Communists in China were going to 
be dominated by the Russians. I would not vote for a nickel. be­
cause I think Chiang is utterly incapable of governing mainland 
China. I would just let them have their revolution." 

''There is one way to save China from Russian communism," 
George added. "and that is to Bend an army up on the Manchurian 
border big enough to stop it. Otherwise you are not ever going to 
stop communism in China." He was op,posed to any military inter­
vention. as was Lodge, who asserted, '. . . the day we send troops 
to China or to Russia, this country is through. There just isn't 
enough manpower in this country to protect China by manpower." 
"Better not to have the ERP [European Recovery Program J," he 
added. "If we have to swap ERP with sending an army to China, 
then we are lost."'" 

Most members of the Foreign Relations Committee objected 
strongly to the action of the House providing for military aid to 
China to be administered in a manner like that for Greece and 
Turkey. They continued to be concerned about the role of U.S. mili­
tary advisers in Greece, and were adamantly opposed to a similar 
authorization for China. 

During the hearings, the committee questioned administration 
witnesses on the status of U.S. advisers in Greece, and learned that 
since passage of the Greek -Turkish aid bill the executive branch, 
apparently without consulting Congress, had broadened the author­
ity of U.S. advisers, permitting them to give military advice rather 
than just to advise on procurement. Asked whether U.S. advisers 
were involved in advising Greek forces in operational or combat 
conditions, the State Department witness said that they were, and 
that although officially this extended to the divisional level, "they 
may in individual cases advise at lower echelons." '" 

Despite this testimony, the committee glossed over the use of ad­
visers in operational roles, and made no apparent effort to ICf!islate 
restrictions on their playing such roles. In its report on the bill, the 
committee made no mention of the change in roles, and stated only 
that U.S. advisers were giving military advice "down to the divi­
sional level." 14 3 

At the same time. the committee was sympathetic to the argu­
ment that the U.s. should not withdraw precipitously from China. 
In an executive session, Chairman Vandenberg characterized the 
China aid bill as "essentially three cheers for the Nationalist Gov­
ernment in the ho~ that it can get somewhere in the face of Com­
munist opposition .• Vandenberg said that, like many other Ameri­
cans, he favored sorne kind of aid to China, and he declared, "I 
don't think this country would stand for our turning our backs on 
China .... And 1 am sure Congress wouldn't let you turn your 

H\These eIce-rpt6 are fnJrn a remark.a.bly frank eIecutive seea.ion of the Committee on FOT­
eign Relatione on MaTCh 2(), 1948, beginning at p. 433 of SFRC HfA. Ser., "Foreign Relief As8is:t­
anee Act or 1948." 

tnlbuL. pp. 391, 400. 
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back on China. So you can't turn your back. You have to do some­
thing, And your problem is, What can we do?")" The committee, 
he added, faced "a condition and not a theory," 

Moreover, the Foreign Relations Committee WlIB confronted with 
the dilemma posed by House approval of military aid for China, 
and this, too, e"emplifies the tellllion between the Senate and the 
House that figured prominently in later congressional action on 
Vietnam. "The House," Vandenberg said, "is hell bent on writing 
military aid for China in this bill, and they are sure going to write 
it in, The form in which they have written it in, in my opinion lIB 

in yours, is completely impossible, because they have attached it to 
the Greek-Turkish bill, which carries all of the implications that 
are involved in the Greek-Turkish situation, which are entirely un­
satisfactory to any of us." The problem, he added, WllB how to ac­
commodate the House and thus prevent the China question from 
blocking action on the Marshall plan: "This in my mind is the 
purely practical parliamentary question of how we could write a 
gesture of military sympathy into this te"t to accommodate the 
viewpoint which we face under an al most unliveable condition that 
the House baB created in a parliamentary sense in connection with 
the whole legi.slation. We cannot allow this problem, if we can help 
it, to indefInitely postpone ERP and Greek-Turkish aid and every­
thing else, and yet it could very easily do that." 

In the end, the Foreign Relations Committee agreed 13-0 to ap­
prove the request for economic aid, and to put $100 million into the 
bill for military aid, but among the members there WlIB also gener­
al agreement with the statement of Senator Carl A. Hatch (01 
N.M,), who said in an e"ecutive session, alluding to the military aid 
provision, "Everybody is being blackmailed into this."'" 

The action of the committee WllB, of course, coordinated with the 
e"ecutive branch, which also WlIB strongly opposed to the House 
military aid amendment. Vandenberg reported to the committee 
prior to the vote on the bill that Secretary Marshall approved of 
the committee's decision to add the $100 million. Marshall's "entire 
predilection," said Vandenberg, "is to make sure that we make no 
military commitments to China, and that nothing that we do can 
be read lIB an obligation on our part to follow through with mili­
tary aid. . .. " 14,8 

In its report on the China aid bill, which it acted on separately 
in an effort to sever it from the Marshall plan legislation, the For­
eign Relations Committee pointed out that U.S. military advisers 
in China did not participate in combat activities, and stressed that 
the language of the bill should not be construed to permit comhat 
activity. "China is a maze of imponderables," the report concluded. 
"It is impossible to know the quantity and type of aid necessary for 
the restoration of a stable and independent China. The committee 
is convinced, however, that the assistance contemplated in this bill 
should appreciably strengthen the position of the National Govern-

1 HSFRC HiL Ser., "Foreign Relief A8st.stance Act of BUS," p.456. 
1UlbuL, p. 45R 
IUlbid., p. 465. 
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ment without, at the same time, involving the United States in any 
additional commitments of a military nature."'·1 

The committee also added thlll language (which was accepted by 
the House and became law) to the policy statement at the begin­
ning of the bill: 1 U 

... assistance furnished under thllI title shall not be con­
strued as an express or implied assumption by the United 
States of any responsibility for policies, acts, or undertaki!JP 
of the Republic of China or for conditions which may prevail m 
China. 

In the Senate itself there WllS perfunctory debate on the China 
aid bill, but liberal internationalists, in thllI instance Wayne Morse 
(R!0re.) and Claude Pepper. continued to argue that the U.S. 
should insist on democratic reforms in China as a condition of 
aid ... • 

In the Hou.se-Senate conference committee, the Senate's (and ad­
ministration's) position generally prevailed. Military assistance for 
China was raised to $125 million (half of the difference between the 
two bills), but the provision for administration of the program ac­
cording to the Greek-Turkish aid model was deleted. The Senate 
agreed to put China (and Greek-Turkish) aid into an omnibus bill, 
as provided by the House, and title IV of Public Law ~72 
became the China Aid Act of 1948. 

During the summer and fall of 1948, lIS the Communists contin­
ued to gain in China, the executive branch debated possible 
changes in U.S. policy. By June, most ranking Army officials ex­
pressed agreement with Marshall that U.S. advisers should not be 
allowed to give operational military advice.150 In July, the Army 
suggested the possibility of providing assistance to separatist re­
gional regimes if the Nationalist government collapsed. The State 
Department continued to argue against further intervention, how­
ever. based not only on the "deficiencies" of the Chinese Govern­
ment. but on the inability of the U.S. to intervene successfully. 
Further intervention. State contended, would require that the U.S., 
rather than the Nationalists, play the major role. This would not 
only be unacceptable to Congress and the public; it would be impos­
sible, given available U.S. military resources. State agreed that the 
fall of China would be detrimental to the U.S., but concluded that 
"Although the detriment to United States national interest in­
volved in present developments in China . . . would probably be 
sufficient to warrant intervention On the part of thlll country, we 
do not today have the means to intervene successfully in thllI situs­
tion."1!il 

This l8St comment reflected the fact that the United States, 
which had demobilized after World War n, did not have the forces 
required for conducting military operations on the ground in China 
while also maintaining the neceesary strength in other parts of the 



47 

world. As General Marshall said, referring to calls to "give the 
Communists hell": " ... I am a soldier and know something about 
the ability to give hell. At that time my facilities for giving them 
hell ... was (sic] 1 'f. divisions over the entire United States. 
That's quite a proposition when you deal with somebody (China] 
with over 260 and you have 1 ¥.s."'52 

On November 3, 1948, the National Security Council debated the 
U.S. position on China, but apparently could come to no conclu­
sions'" The debate continued in the following weeks, with the 
military, led by Forrestal, arguing for a more definitive position, 
and State, in the words of Kennan, advising that "The disappear­
ance of the Chinese Nationalist Government, as now coru;tituted, is 
only a matter of time and nothing that we can realistically hope to 
do will save it.n 1:5. 

From the Chinese Nationalists came the desperate plea, ignored 
by Washington, to put U.S. military officers in "actual command of 
Chinese army units under pretense of acting as advisers.""· 

By January 1949, an NSC draft report omitted all reference to 
supporting regional groups or other dissidents, and instead took the 
position that the goal should be "to prevent China from becoming 
an adjunct of Soviet power." "The objective of the U.S.," it said, 
"with respect to China is the eventual development by the Chinese 
themselves of a unified, stable and independent China friendly to 
the U.S. in order to forestall threats to our national security which 
would arise from the domination of China by any foreign 
power.1J 1&6 

It was early March 1949 before an agreement was finally reached 
in the NSC on a policy position toward China. NSC 84/2 157 ap­
proved a hand.s-off policy, but advocated taking advantage of oppor­
tunities to exploit rifts inaide China and between China and the 
U .S.S.R. Drafted primarily by State's Policy Planning Staff, headed 
by Kennan, the NSC paper took refuge in the possibility of chang­
ing the behavior of China in the long-run: 

We shall be seeking to discover, nourish and bring to power 
a new revolution, a revolution which may eventually have to 
come to a test of arms with the Chinese Communists if it 
cannot in the meantime so modify the composition and charac­
ter of the Chinese Communists that they become a truly inde­
pendent government, existing in amicable relatioru; with the 
world community. This is obviously a long-term proposition. 
There is, however, no short cut. Consequently we have no 
sound alternative but to accommodate our native impatience to 
this fact. The Kremlin waited twenty-five years for the fulml­
ment of its revolution in China. We may have to persevere as 
long or longer. 
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Toward the end of 1948, as the situation in China looked hope­
less, the U.S, Government began to become more concerned about 
Vietnam. On September ZI, 1948. the State Department prepared a 
"Policy Statement on Indochina." in which it took the position that 
the Communists Were winning in Indochina. and that "Some solu­
tion must be found which will strike a balance between the aspira­
tions of the peoples of Indochina and the interests of the 
French.""· "Post-war French governments," the paper said, "have 
never understood. or have chosen to underestimate. the strength of 
the nationalist movement with which they must deal in Indochina. 
It remains possible that the nationalist movement can be subverted 
[sic 1 from Communist control but this will require granting to a 
non-Communist group of nationalists at least the same concessions 
demanded by Ho Chi Minh." There followed this statement sum­
marizing the dilemma facing the U.S.: 

Our greatest difficulty in talking with the French and in 
stressing what should and what should not be done has been 
our inability to snggest any practicable solution of the Indo­
china problem, as we are all too well aware of the unpleasant 
fact that Communist Ho Chi Minh is the strongest and perhaps 
the ablest fIgUre in Indochina and that any snggested solution 
which excludes him is an expedient of uncertain outcome. We 
are naturally hesitant to press the French too strongly or to 
become deeply involved as long as we are not in a position to 
suggest a solution or until we are prepared to accept the onus 
of intervention. The above considerations are further compli­
cated by the fact that we have an immediate interest in main­
taining in power a friendly French Government, to assist in 
the furtherance of Our aims in Europe. This immediate and 
vital interest has in consequence taken precedence over active 
steps looking toward the realization of OUr objectives in Indo­
china. 

China Falls to the Communists and Debate Begins on Defending 
Vietnam 

The 1948 election of Truman and of a Democratic majority in 
both the House and the Senate. together with the fall of China to 
the Communists in 1949, exacerbated the differences within Con­
gress, and between certain Members of Congress and the adminis­
tration. concerning U.S. policy in Asia. Despite these differences. 
which centered on China. there was a growmg consensus in both 
Congress and the Executive. and among both Democrats and Re­
publicans. that steps needed to be taken to protect the rest of Asia. 
especially Southeast Asia. from the Communists. 

During the spring of 1949, supportive Members of Congress, with 
some help from the administration. sought to provide assistance to 
those areas of China that had not been conquered. The result was 
the extension of the China Aid Act, and authorization to spend the 
small remaining amount of unexpended funds from the previous 
year. This was followed br, approval of a small program 0 aid for 
use in the "general area' of China, which was to include Indo­
china. By the end of the year. as Chiang Kai-shek moved his gov-

lUFRUS, 1948, V()L VI, pp 43-49 
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ernment to Formosa and Chinese Communist troops occupied the 
area next to the border with Indochina, the defense of Indochina 
had begun to receive increasing attention in Washingron. 

In dealing with Indochina, however, the United States was con­
fronted with a number of problems, as was indicated earlier. On 
March 29, 1949, the Policy Planning Staff again anal~ the di­
lemma facing the U.S. ta. "We should accept the fact, ' the paper 
stated, "that the crucial immediate issue in Southeast Asia-that 
of militant nationalism in Indonesia and Indochina--cannot be re­
solved by any of the following policies on Our part: 

"(1) full support of Dutch and French imperialism, 
"(2) unlimited support of militant nationalism, or 
"(3) evasion of the problem. 
"Because the key to the solution of this issue lies primarily with 

the Netherlands and France, we should as a matter of urgent im· 
portance endeavor to induce the Dutch and the French to adapt 
their policies to the realities of the current situation in Southeast 
Asia .... " In addition, the paper called for developing, in collabo­
ration with the Philippines, Australia, and New Zealand, as well as 
India and Pakistan, a plan for wider cooperation in Southeast Asia, 
leading eventually to one or more regional associations of non-Com­
munist nations.'·o 

The British agreed with this approach, and in a memorandum 
for Secretary of State Acheson on April 2, 1949, Foreign Secretary 
Ernest Bevin stated, "If a common front can be built up from Af­
ghanistan to Indo-China inclusive, then it should be possible to con­
tain the Russian advance southwards, to rehabilitate and stabilize 
the area, and to preserve our communications across the middle of 
the world. A stable South East Asia may also eventually influence 
the situation in China and make it possible to redress the position 
there." 161 

Acheson himself was ". . . increasingly concerned about the . . . 
advance of communism in large areas of the world and particularly 
the success of communism in China," and advocated that the U.S. 
should seek to contain communism in Asia as well as in other parts 
of the world .• 6' 

Concerning Indochina, Acheson confided to the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee in an executive session on February 15, 1949, 
that the U.s. was fared with "a race with time" in preparing the 
Vietnamese for self-government. Acheson, known as having strong 
attachments to Britain and to Europe, referred to the process of 
"disintegration" which he said had been occurring in China and 
was continuing in Southeast Asia, particularly in Indonesia, 
Burma, and Indochina. "These people," he said, "are about 95 or 96 
percent illiterate. They do not have the simplest ideas of social or· 
ganization. They do not know about starting schools. They do not 
know about dealing with the most primitive ideas of public health. 
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They do not know how to organize to build roads. Government is 
something of a mystery." He added that what they needed was for­
eign advisers". . . to show them the simple things about what is a 
school district, and what is the area that falls within a school dis­
trict, how you go about collecting taxes, and how you get teachers; 
how to teach the children, whether you have desks or chairs and so 
forth."'·· 

On March 8, 1949, the French Government took a step designed 
to placate the Vietnamese while preserving French control. By the 
Elysee Agreement between President Vincent Auriol and Emperor 
BaG Dai, it was decided that Vietnam, along with Laos and Cambo­
dia, was to become an Associated State in the French Union. Each 
associated state would have its own government, but its foreign 
and defense policy would be controlled by France, and the French 
would continue to maintain economic dominance.'·' Bao Dai. who 
had refused to break his exile in France until Vietnam was given 
its independence, accepted these terms and returned to Vietnam. 
where he formally established the State of Vietnam on July 1, 
1949. The U.s. Government concluded that it had no alternative 
but to support the Elysee Agreement and the Bao Dai government. 
In a cable on May 10 to the U.S. Consulate in Saigon, the State 
Department declared: "Since appears be no other alternative to 
estah Commie pattern Vietnam, Dept considrs no effort should be 
spared by Fr, other Western powers, and non-Commie Asian na­
tions to assure experiment best chance succeeding." The cable went 
on to say that the U.S. would, at an appropriate time. recognize the 
Bao Dai government, as well as consider requests from it for eco­
nomic and military assistance. But it could only do so if the French 
made "the n~ concessions to make Baodai solution attrac­
tive to nationalists.' and if the Bao Dai government could gain 
popular support. A government in Vietnam similar to the Chinese 
Nationalist Government, it said, would be a "foredoomed fail­
ure."16$ 

In a meeting of State Department experts on May 17. 1949, how­
ever, it was agreed that there "seemed little chance" that the 
Elysee Agreement would "appeal to Vietnamese nationalists or 
that the Baodai experiment would succeed." Representatives from 
the Office of European Affairs said. however, that "there was no 
chance whatsoever of the French making any concessions at the 
present time beyond those contained in the agreement. and that 
for US to press them to do so would only stiffen and antagonize 
them. 

"It was the consensus of the meeting that the US should not put 
itself in a forward position in the Indochina problem since there 
appeared to be nothing we could do to alter the very discouraging 
prospects, and that we should endeavor to 'collectivize' [to work 
with other nations] our approach to the situation."'·· 

IUHFAC HiR. &1:, yok, rv. pp, 41-(2. 
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Consonant with this, the State Department told the U.S. Consul· 
ate in Saigon on May 20, 1949, " ... shld it appear as Dept fe,,", 
that Fr are offering too little too late, Dept will not be inclined 
make up for Fr deficiencies by rushing into breach to support 
Baodai agreements at cost its own remaining prestige Asia. Dept 
considers US this stage shld avoid conspicuous position any kind 
and try reach common attitude with other interested govts, par· 
ticularly UK. India and Philippines." 16 7 

A proposed memorandum on June 6, 1949, for the French Gov· 
ernment, in which the State Department urged the French to take 

• additionai steps toward accepting Vietnamese nationalism, was not 
presented after objections from the U.S. Ambassador to France. 
David K. E. Bruce, but Bruce met with Foreign Minister Robert 
Schuman to ur,e that such action be taken'·· "Our recent experi· 
ence in China: he told SchUman, "had given us abundant proof of 
fact no amount of moral and material aid can save government is0-
lated from contact with its people and enjoying little popular sup­
port."169 

Although Congress continued to support the Executive during 
1949, the bipartisan consensus developed in the 80th Congress 
began to weaken after the Democrats. who controlled the White 
House. regained control also of Congress. As partisan differences 
became more pronounced. and the cold war more intense. foreign 
policy became more political. Thus. the fall of China became a 
highly-charged political event. as well as being a major foreign 
policy problem. Ironically. the first U.S. aid program for Vietnam 
was authorized as a result of a compromise designed to accommo­
date demands for last·minute assistance to the Nationalist Chinese. 

By early 1949. the Communists had taken Peking. and the U.S. 
Government began closing its assistance program to China. Ach· 
eson told the House Foreign Affairs Committee in an executive ses­
sion on February 15. 1949. "The will to fight of the Chinese armies 
had disappeared because the will to fight for the country has disap­
peared. This is a situation where no amount of friendship, no 
amount of help or advice can deal with the problem." "To rush 
ourselves into China now," he added, "to get into the position of 
being one of the endless numbers of foreigners who have inter· 
vened in China; to get ourselves-if we were foolish enough to do 
so-bogged down with military forces in China, would be silly 
beyond human description." "We cannot furnish a government for 
China. You cannot bring competence where competence does not 
exist. You cannot bring honesty where honesty does not exist." 17 0 

It will be recalled that the China Aid Act had been passed in 
1948 by the Republican-controlled Congress as One title in a pack· 
age aid bill consisting of four titles. the largest of which authorized 
funds for the Marshall plan. In 1949, the administration. hoping to 
avoid debate on China and to prevent extension of the China Aid 
Act, submitted the Marshall plan authorization bill without the 
provision for aid to China, and the Foreign Affairs and Foreign Re--
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lations Committees both refused to agree to Republican demands 
for adding China aid to the bill. In the House, the entire Republi­
can membership of the Foreign Affairs Committee objected to this 
procedure in a statement of its position included in the committee 
report on the bill. Arguing that communism was a globai threat. 
and that assistance for Asia should be coupled with assistance for 
Europe, the Republican members said that the authorization for 
aid to China should again have been reported with the Marshail 
plan authorization. They reiterated their support for a bipartisan 
foreign policy, but said, "The utter bankruptcy, economic, military, 
and moral, of our Government's policy in China is not part of the 
bipartisan foreign policy." They criticized the administration for 
not promptly implementing the China Aid Act, and for not permit­
ting U.S. military advisars in China to give the same kind of train­
ing in combat situations that U.S. advisars gave in Greece "under 
precisely similar circumstances." 171 

Of interest in passing is the proposal by Representative Mans­
field to provide for terminating assistance under the Marshall plan 
to any participating country "so long as it denies to its citizens or 
citizens in any dependent area under its jurisdiction, the principles 
of individual liberty, free institutions, and genuine independence." 
He offered the amendment on March 2, 1949, in an executive ses­
sion of the Foreign Affairs Committee considering the extension of 
the Marshall plan. John Davis Lodge (R/Conn.) asked Mansfield 
whether, in view of the situation in Indochina, the amendment 
would deprive the French of any aid. Mansfield replied, "I would 
not think so at the present time. Unfortunately. I do not know too 
much a~ut the Indochinese situation. I do not think anybody does 
... but I think there is a lot that the French must answer for in 
Indochina and the Dutch in Indonesia. . . ." Mansfield subsequent­
ly withdrew the amendment, however. and joined Representative 
Javits in sponsoring an amendment to terminate assistance to any 
participating nation "which fails to comply with the decisions or 
accept the recommendations of the Security Council of the United 
Nations on measures to maintain or restore international peace or 
security .... " This was directed primarily at the Netherlands, 
which was then defying efforts by the U.N. Security Council to pre­
vent further use of force against Indonesia. The State Department 
opposed the Javits-Mansfield amendment, saying that such a politi­
cal factor should not be used as a condition for aid to Europe. The 
amendment was defeated 3-17 in the committee and 5-136 when 
offered again in the House. 

Meanwhile, the Senate had approved a similar amendment of­
fered by Senator Owen Brewster iR/Mainel for himaelf and nine 
other Republicans. Senators Vandenberg and Connally had opposed 
the amendment, which the Foreign Relations Committee had then 
rejected, but a revised version was supported by Vandenberg and 
passed the Senate by a voice vote. It was accepted by the House, 
and the final version provided that Marshall plan assistance should 
be terminated to a participating country when "the provision of 
such assistance would be inconsistent with the obligations of the 
United States under the charter of the United Nations to refrain 
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from giving assistance to any State against which the United Na­
tions is taking preventative or enforcement action." 112 

After considerable debate. the House Foreign Affairs Committee. 
having reported the Marshall plan bill without including China. ac­
ceded to the Republicans and held hearings on a separate bill to 
extend the China Aid Act. In modified form this was unanimously 
supported by the committee and paased by the House. 

In the Senate. the China issue was also a very hot .political sub­
ject. with support for the Nationalists being led br Senators Wil­
liam F. Knowland (R/Calif.) and Patrick A. "Pat' McCarran (DI 
Nev.). On February 25. 1949 McCarran introduced a bill to increase 
U.S. aid to China. and on March 9. 49 other senators joined McCar­
ran in writing to Chairman Connally to urge public hearings on 
China. Among these were several Members who were known to be 
opposed to further aid to the Nationalists. (including J. William 
Fulbright [D/ Ark.), a member of the Foreign Relations Committee), 
who thought the issue should be aired publicly 173 On March 11 
the Foreign Relations Committee met in executive session with 
Secretary Acheson to consider the situation. There was a brief dis­
cussion of the request for hearings, and general agreement among 
members of the committee that the issue of aid to China would 
come up in Senate debate on the extension of the Marshall plan. 
Acheson was asked about whether the State Department had 
reached any conclusions on further aid to China of the kind pro­
posed in the McCarran bill. and he replied. ". . . we think it is 
quite hopeless to do anything of this sort."lH 

During March 1949 the Foreign Relations Committee met in five 
additional executive sessions to hear testimony from the executive 
branch and to consider what to do about China aid. The dilemma, 
as Senator Walter Goorge put it, was " ... when we get this ECA 
[Economic Cooperation Administration, the U.S. agency administer­
ing the Marshall plan 1 up here next week we are going to be put to 
it to explain how we are one worlders looking east. and isolation­
ists looking west to China. That is an embarrassing situation." Sec· 
retary Acheson responded: "I agree with you." 110 

The Foreign Relations Committee was unable to reach agree­
ment, and did not act on McCarran's bill. But the matter was 
taken care of on the Senate floor during debate on the extension of 
ECA when Connally, with the support of the members of the com­
mittee, offered an amendment to extend the China Aid Act, and to 
allow the President to use the remaining $54 million at his discre­
tion. As drafted by the administration. this amendment would have 
permitted aid to "such other recipients." in addition to the Nation­
alist government, "as the President may authorize." as well as al­
lowing aid to be given "upon such terms and conditions as the 
President may authorize." This language, apparently the first of its 

!UPublic Law 81-4i, !geC, 11 A similar provision in the &ubeequent Mutual Defense Assist­
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kind, would have permitted aid to guerrilla or other dissident 
groups. In the amendment as introduced by Connally, however, the 
words "such other recipiente" were deleted. 

Senator William F. Knowland offered his own version of the Con· 
nally amendment, adding a proviso that aid should not be given to 
any part of China under Communist control. The Knowland 
amendment bad been worked out with and approved by Connally 
and the executive branch, and was accepted by voice vote in the 
Senate and by the House and became law. 

Approoo./ of Funda for the "General Area of China " 
The extenaion by Congress of the China Aid Act set the stage for 

congressionai action during the summer of 1949 to authorize funds 
for military assistance to the "general area" of China, which was 
then used in 1950 as the statutory authorization for the fIrst U.8. 
aid program to Indochina. The vehicle for this action was the mili· 
tary assistance bill (Mutual Defense Assistance Act of 1949), sub­
mitted to Congress in July 1949 immediately after Senate approval 
of the NATO Treaty. Although the purpose of the bill was to estab­
lish the basis for military assistance to any country, the bill was 
directed primarily at Europe, and in the Far East only Korea and 
the Philippines were to be included. 

The omission of China from the bill, and the general lack of em· 
pbasis on Asia. provoked a sharp reaction among Republicans on 
the House Foreign Affairs Committee, and in executive session on 
August 10-11, 1949, Secretary Acheson was questioned at length on 
the subject. "6 

When the committee voted on the mutual defense assistance bill. 
Representative Lodge offered an amendment to provide $200 mil· 
lion for military aid to be used in supporting guerrilla forces in 
China and for 500 U.S. officers and "a proper equivalent of enlisted 
men" to advise such forces. Lodge said that It was a bipartisan 
amendment offered also on behalf of Representative Francis E. 
Walter (D/Pa.). In arguing for the amendment, which he said 
would not only benefit China, but also would use the million Na· 
tionalist troops in southern China to help prevent the Communiste 
from taking Indochina, Lodge admitted that such a program "p ..... 
sente a certain difficulty under our system. If it could be done 
under the CIA, without talking about it, it might be better, except 
that this thing has one advantage and that is that it encourages 
those who are still resisting." 

The vote on the Lodge-Walter amendment was straight party· 
line in committee: 7 yeas (all Republicans) and 11 nays (all Deme>­
crate).'" 

During the hearings on the bill there was some discussion of a 
related proposal which bad been included in the first version of the 
bill sent to Congress, but was omitted from a revised version sub­
mitted several days later after the first version was strongly criti­
cized, especially in the Senate. This was a provision which would 
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bave given tbe President tbe authority to provide military assist­
ance to groups, such as guerrilla organizations, within a country 
under the bill's definition of "nation" as "any foreign government 
or country, or group thereof; or any representatives or group of the 
people of any country, however constituted, designated as a 'nation' 
by the President for the pur!X'S"S of this Act," 

In an executive session of the Foreign Relations Committee, Sen­
ator Vandenberg said that the bill "extends to the President of the 
United States the greatest peacetime power tbat was ever concen­
trated in an Executive. He is entitled to sell, lend, give away, any­
thing he wishes to any nation on earth On any terms that he de­
fines at any time he feels like it." Vandenberg inserted in the 
record of the hearing Walter Lippmann's column from that morn­
ing's newspaper (August 2, 1949), in wbich Lippmann, a very influ­
ential journalist, said that the bill submitted to Congress was "a 
general license to intervene and to commit the United States all 
over the globe, as, when, and how the President and his appointees 
decide secretly that they deem it desirable to intervene.' If these 
"extraordinary powers" were approved, Lippmann continued, 
"Congress would invest the President with unlimited power to 
make new commitments which Congress would have to support but 
could not control.""· 

Secretary Acbeson replied that the provision allowing aid to 
groups within a country was for the purpose of giving tbe executive 
branch tbe flexibility it needed, and that the use of this broad au­
thority would be confined by other limits in the bill. He went off 
the record to explain why the authority was needed, but when 
asked by Chairman Connally whether the provision was put in 
"largely on account of One country," he replied that it was. The 
country was not named. He added that "There was a desire also to 
have a certain amount of flexibility with Southeast Asia. There 
will be problems with regard to the Philippines and Siam and 
places of that sort that would make some flexibility necessary.""· 

Several days after submitting the original version of the mutual 
defense assistance bill, the executive branch submitted a revised 
bill to Congress in which the definition of "nation" was changed to 
provide that" 'nation' shall mean a foreign government eligible to 
receive assistance under this Act." 

In the House Foreign Affairs Committee hearings on the revised 
bill, Representative Judd, among others, attacked the provision in 
the original bill as being too broad. ". . . because it included the 
world and it allowed the President to consider any little group of 
people as a nation. I think that was too sweeping a grant of 
power. tt 180 

Representative Abraham A. Ribicoff (D/Conn.) thought that the 
provision represented "tougb, realistic thinking," and chided Judd 
for bis opposition. lS ! Secretary Acheson said that althougb the 
provision had been omitted from the revised version of the bill, and 
that he was not asking for it to be reinstated, that if Congress de-
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cided to provide "some money-not very much-which could be 
used in Asia, On a confidential basis, much might be done with it 
. . . there are many ways in which that could be used in China and 
elsewhere. l1 

18 2: 

No further action was taken by the House Foreign Affairs Com· 
mittee on reinstating this or a similar provision, but the provision 
finally approved by Congress for aid under the mutual defense as· 
sistance bill to the "general area" of China was the same idea in 
another form. 

The Foreign Affairs Committee approved 14-6 (in opposition 
were four Democrats and two Republicans) a proposal of Republi. 
cans James G. Fulton (Pa.) and Javits, and Democrats Ribicoff and 
George A. Smathers (FlaJ, to add the following language to the 
bill:'" 

The Congress hereby express€$ itself as favoring the creation 
by free countries and free peoples of the Far East of a joint or· 
ganization, consistent with the Charter of the United Nations, 
to establish a program of self·help and mutual cooperation de­
signed to develop their economic and social well·being to safe­
guard basic rights and liberties and to protect their security 
and independence and as favoring the participation by the 
United States therein. 

The amendment, which was strongly supported by Judd, would 
indicate to the people of the Far East, according to Javits, that in 
addition to efforts to provide "rather minor military aid ... we 
are at the same time saying what we expect to see our main de­
pendence placed on, to wit, the economic improvement of that 
whole area." The result, he said, could be the creation of an agency 
comparable to the regional economic organization (Organization for 
European Economic Cooperation [OEEC]) established in Europe for 
implementing the Marshall plan. , •• 

The Fulton.Javits-Ribicoff.smathers proposal was approved by 
the House and the Senate and became law, thu.s serving as an ex· 
pression of support from Congress for the subsequent development 
of the regional pact in Southeast Asia (SEATO) in 1955. 

In its finai form the provision made no mention of U.S. participa' 
tion. During the House-Senate conference Senator Connally had 
asked about the meaning of the House language: "Well, this 
pledges u.s, doesn't it, favoring participation by the United States? 
That means we are going to cough up the money for them." Repre­
sentative Ribicoff replied that "It was not ju.st a question of appro­
priations. . . . It was a question of encouraging them to get togeth. 
er in an organization that would help combat communism and that 
they would know that the Congress of the United States looked fa· 
vorably toward that policy." Connally said that the leadership in 
organizing such a pact should COme from Asia. "I do not think we 
can do anything for them unless they initiate it and do something 
for themselves first. . . ." Senator Lyndon B. Johnson (D/Tex.), an· 
other conferee, who was serving his first year in the Senate, sug· 
gested removing the entire provision. "All you are doing is sending 
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an engraved invitation for them to work up an organization, then 
committing us to participate in it before we know anything about 
it. Why don't we take that whole paragraph out, and if we can­
work up a pact or charter or an agreement or something, then 
come up and have it, like we handled the Atlantic Pact. Why go 
through a lot of conversation there that does not mean anything SO 
far as this bill is concerned?" He did not think it was "necessary to 
express a lot of pious ho~" in the bill. Representative Vorys dis­
agreed: " ... there are some of us who think it is not sufficient to 
merely do nothing and say nothing with reference to the Far East, 
that if all we are ready to do is to express a pious hope, we can at 
least express a pious hope." 

The conferees agreed to the amendment, but deleted the lan­
guage referring to U.S. participation. In the conference committee 
report it was explained that this action did not "prejudice the ques­
tion of such participation."'B' 

To Representatives Judd, Vorys, and John Lodge, however, the 
adoption of the amendment advocating establishment of a Far East 
pact, although desirable, was not sufficient. ". . . it does not seem 
to us," they said in their minority views on the bill, "to fill the 
urgent need for a plan of action in the Far East and particularly in 
China. For it is in China that the cold war has become a hot war. 
It is in China that the sincerity and effectiveness of our declared 
policy of containing communism is being put to an acid and tragic 
test. While in Europe, American national security is threatened, in 
China American national security is actually under ruthless and 
efficient attack." In a statement that anticipated the Kennedy ad· 
ministration's arguments about responding to "wars of national lib­
eration," Judd and Vorys added, " ... we should not assume that if 
all of China is conquered, 'Soviet Russian imperialism' will be im­
plemented outside the borders of China by the Chinese Commu· 
nists. We believe that just as it is implemented by Chinese Commu­
nist units so it could be implemented in Indochina by Indochinese 
Communists, in Burma by Burmese Communists, in Indonesia by 
Indonesisn Communists and so on. We believe that we are giving 
official recognition, sanction, and assistance to the subterfuge of in­
ternal force employed by the Soviet Union when we regard the 
China war as an internal question for the Chinese to handle with­
out outside assistance." 

" ... we cannot protect American national security," the Repub­
lican minority report on the bill declared, "by huntinl1 with the 
hounds in Greece and running with the hare in China.' Guerrilla 
activities in China could harass the Communists and "augment the 
troubles of the Communists." Proposing that there be money ap­
propriated for such activities, with a "broad grant of powers" to 
the President to use such funds covertly, the minority report con­
cluded that ". . . events not only in China but in Europe, have 
shown that we too must learn to operate in the twilight zone of 
action in which communism makes its greatest gains." I.. Here, 
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too, it should be noted, this proposal anticipated the extensive 
covert activities carried out by the U.S. elsewhere, including Viet­
nam, in later years. 

In House debate on the mutual defense assistance bill, August 
17-18, 1949, Vorys, Judd and John Lodge argued their position, and 
on their behalf Lodge offered the same amendment that had been 
defeated in committee. It would provide $100 million of assistance 
(trimmed from the $200 million offered in committee), $75 million 
for China and $25 million for Southeast Asia, "in order to battle 
communism on a global basis." The amendment was generally op­
posed by the Democrats. Mansfield declared that if the amendment 
were adopted it would "amount to a virtual declaration of war." 
". . . if this House votes for this amendment," he added, "it will 
only be a short time before you will be sending American boys to 
China .... " Representative Smathers disagreed. "How, in heav­
en's name, could it be a declaration of war to say that we are going 
to assist the Chinese tight communism in China and have it not 
COlllltitute a declaration of war to say that we are going to assist 
the Greeks and Turks . . . and do the same thing in Iran and 
Korea and various other places throughout the world where we 
have embarked upon a program of containment of communism." 

Lodge's amendment was defeated by teller vote, 94-164. 1 • 7 The 
Senate, however, subsequently approved an amendment to the bill 
similar to the Lodge amendment, which provided $75 million for 
use in China and the "general area." Throughout the joint hear­
ings of the Foreign Relatiollll and Armed Services Committees on 
the mutual defense assistance bill during August 1949, Senator 
Knowland, a member of the Armed Services Committee, had ham­
mered away at the lack of emphasis on Asia in the bill. He and 
others offered an amendment to provide $175 million for military 
assistance to China. He also proposed asking Gen. Douglas MacAr­
thur II to return to the U.S. to testily on the Asian situation, and 
this was agreed to in an executive session of the two committees, 
13-12, on a party-line vote with only Senators Richard B. Russell 
(D/Ga.) and Byrd, who voted with the Republicans, breaking party 
ranks."· MacArthur declined to testify, so it was agreed to hear 
Vice Adm. Oscar C. Badger, Commander of U.S. Naval Forces in 
the Western Pacific, in his absence. Admiral Badger testified in ex­
ecutive session on September 8, 1949, that there was still resistance 
to the Communists in China, and that a fund of $75 million could 
be used to support anti-Communist activities in China, especially a 
holding operation in the area a<\jacent to Indochina. If the Chinese 
Communists were not stopped in South China, he said, Indochina, 
Burma, and perhaps Malaya would then fall, either from internal 
subversion or external attack. ,., 

The State Department saw Knowland's amendment as an oppor­
tunity to restore the authority for conducting unconventional and 
covert warfare in Southeast Asia while at the same time accommo­
dating the demands of those who favored further aid to the Nation-
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al ists. A new amendment was drafted by the Department for Con­
nally, authorizing the President to use whatever funds the commit­
tee might approve for activities in the Far East to carry out the 
purposes of the act. It was also provided that this would be a confi­
dential fund requiring only Presidential certification rather than 
the usual vouchers. 

In a meeting On August 30 of a four-member subcommittee 
drawn from the two committees for the purpose of working out 
compromises on several parts of the bill, and with a State Depart­
ment representative present, Connally reported that "The idea of 
the State Department, Acheson among them, is they are willing to 
agree to some substantial sum strictly to be within the control of 
the President and without mentioning China, leaving it up to the 
whole area of Asia, so that he can help here or help there." All 
four of the members present. however, agreed that Knowland 
would object to the lack of specific reference to China, but they 
supported the proposal even though they had difficulty conceiving 
how it could be implemented_ They agreed with Vandenberg's 
statement that "we are the victims of our own form of government 
at this point. I have no doubt in the world that the President of the 
United States, handed $100 million, without the necessity for even 
accounting for half of it, could by intrigue and manipulation raise 
unshirted hell in the Far East and do $5 billion worth of damage to 
the cause of communism, and that is what I would like to do, but I 
do not know how you would do it under our form of government." 

Senator Millard E. Tydings rD/Md.l, chairman of the Armed 
Services Committee, as well as a member of Foreign Relations and 
of the subcommittee considering the bill, told Connally that the 
problem was whether to "fight the Chinese combination" or to 
"give them this money under these conditions where it may never 
be spent at all," and thereby get the support of Knowland and 
others for the bill as reported by the two committees to the Senate. 
Connally said he wanted to get support for the bill, and would like 
to get agreement on a compromise"o 

When the two full committees met again in executive session on 
September 9, Connally offered the State Department amendment, 
having changed the language from the "Far East" to "China and 
the Far East." Knowland objected, saying that under the amend­
ment the President would not have to spend any money in China, 
and Congress might never know, because of the confidential ac­
counting system, whether any had been spent in China_ Connally's 
substitute amendment passed, however, 12-9. 

At ahout this same time the remaining Nationalist forces in 
China were capitulating, and the administration, which had been 
giving some thought during August to the possibility of supporting 
these forces, concluded that such aid Was not feasible. ' • ' (By De­
cember 1949, the Communists were in control of China, and large­
scale fighting had ceased.) 

In final committee action on the military assistance bill on Sep­
tember 12, 1949, the China amendment question was raised again 
by the RepUblicans. Knowland expressed the hope of reaching a 

UQFor th€ subcommitte-e dIscussion see ,b,d., pp . ..I73-J7' 
al~ Blum. Dratllng Ou LInt?, pp 98-102. 
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new compromise on which there could be greater agreement, thus 
strengthening the bill in floor debate in the Senate, He objected to 
the State Department-Connally amendment, saying that the entire 
$75 million could be spent outside of China, and that he preferred 
a new amendment that had been developed by Senator H, Alexan­
der Smith rR/N.J,1. Smith's version would specify that the funds be 
used in "China and the Far East , , ' the Far East area," and 
would require the President, before spending any of the money, to 
consult U,S, military commanders in the Far East, and to report 
any expenditures to a joint House-Senate committee composed of 
the ranking majority and minority members of the Foreign Rela­
tions and Foreign Affairs and the Armed Services and Appropria­
tions Committees of the two Houses, In addition, unvouchered ex­
penditures would be "available" to that committee and to other 
Members of Congress at the committee's discretion, Finally, the 
Smith amendment provided for assigning U,S, civilian and military 
advisers "to advise such nation (or the reputable leaders of any 
group or groups within such nation as determined by the Presi­
dent) on the use of U.s, military assistance." 

The Democrats objected to the Smith proposal. Tydings said, re­
ferring to the provision for advisers, "Now, what I am afraid of 
there is you put them in charge of the conduct of the war .. ,[and] 
We have got a commitment there where they can say that they 
blame it on our advice, that we directed it be done this way, and 
we may be hooked for a darn big project." Chairman Connally: 
"Wouldn't it make us a party to the war out there?" Senator Tyd­
ings: "Tha t is right." 

After further debate, Senator Vandenberg suggested changing 
the language of Connally's amendment to provide for aid to the 
"general area" of China. This was approved 17-6, and the revised 
Connally amendment was then approved 16-5 by the two commit­
tees, Opposed were five Democrats, George, Elbert D. Thomas 
(Utah), Theodore Francis Green aUJ, Rusaell and Byrdl " 

Senators George, Rusaell and Byrd, all conservative Southern 
Democrats, were concerned about the potential cost of the military 
assistance, as well as the possible involvement and commitments 
which could result, Byrd, particularly, was concerned that it repre­
sented a world-wide aid program similar to that for Greece and 
Turkey.l" 

The revised Connally amendment was approved by the Senate, 
and in the House-Senate conference the Senate prevailed, Repre­
sentative Vorys was opposed to adding the language about the 
"general area" of China, preferring that only China itself be speci­
fied, He also objected to the provision for unvouchered funds, But 
the other House conferees disagreed with him on both points and 
the two provisions were approved. 

In the conference committee, a State Department official was 
asked to explain what the fund for the "general area" of China 

'ilFor di.&cuaslon and actlon on the Connally and H.. Alexander Smith amendments, &ee SFRC 
Ht£ Ser., "Milit4lry ~iBtance Program 1949," pp. 611-628. For comments in the report from 
the two committees see S Rept 81-1068, reprinted in ibid., pp. 699-736. For further detailb on 
the ongin and d~v~lopm(!nt of the Connally e.m~ndment 9K' Blum. DrawlIig the Ltne. pp. 133-
14.2. 
l~sSFRC HIS. !kr .. "Military ABslStance Prorgram; 1949," p. 43. 
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might be used for. He replied, "It might be used in other areas of 
the Far East which are affected by the developments in China. 
That would include such areas of Burma, the northern part of 
Indochina, if it became desirable to suppress communism in that 
country." 194 

There was another provision in the 1949 mutual defense assist­
ance bill with considerable import for Indochina. Approved with 
almost no debate, it authorized the President to send U.S. Armed 
Forces personnel to any "agency or nation" as noncombatant mili­
tary advisers, , •• This became the statutory basis for the U.8, mili­
tary advisory mission sent to Vietnam in 1950 by President 
Truman, as well as the authority for all of the other U.S. military 
missions established in following years in scores of non-Communist 
countries. In addition, of course, it was the authority by which 
Presideilt Kennedy increased the number of U.S. Armed Forces 
personnel in Vietnam to about 20,000 by 1963. 

Although an earlier request in 1946-47 for blanket approval of 
U.S. military missions had not been acted upon by Congress, as was 
noted above, when Congress was asked in 1949 to approve the use 
of military advisers it did so with few reservations. The provision 
was approved by the Foreign Affairs and Foreign Relations Com­
mittees and by the Senate without recorded discussion. Only a brief 
discussion occurred during debate in the House. Representative 
John Bell Williams (D/Miss.) moved to strike the language author­
izing military advisers, arguing that the program should be volun­
tary, and that U.S. advisers should not be assigned overseas 
against their will. Both Democrats and Republicans on the Foreign 
Affairs Committee opposed the amendment. Vorys said it would 
"nullify" the entire military assistance program. Representative 
Helen Gahagan Douglas (D/Calif.), also a member of the Foreign 
Affairs Committee, declared that if the amendment were adopted 
"it will make our unified defense program perfectly ridiculous," 
and Representative Smathers agreed. The Williams amendment 
was rejected by a voice vote ... • 

The mutual defense assistance bill was given overwhelming ap­
proval by Congress by a vote of 224-109 in the House and by a 
voice vote in the Senate. This occurred on October 6, 1949, only a 
few days after it was announced that the Russians had exploded 
their first atomic bomb, thus breaking the U.S. monopoly on the 
weapon. 

By this time, the executive branch was convinced that the U.S. 
had to defend Indochina against the Communists. "Thus, in the 
closing months of 1949," the Pentagon Papers concluded, "the 
course of U.S. policy was set to block Communist expansion in 
Asia; by collective security if the Asians were forthcoming, by col­
laboration with major European allies and commonwealth nations, 
if possible, but bilaterally if necessary. On that policy course lay 
the Korean war of 1950-53, the forming of the Southeast Treaty 

)l!4For th~ conference committee discuS6ion tee HFAC Hr.a. Ser" yoL V. pt 1, pp. 452-4,6{!, For 
comm~nu; tn Ihe conference report se€ P .5.1 For the provision as enacted, 'See Public Law 81-
329, printed 10 Ibtd. p j)~i 

195Puhhc Law 81-329, sec. 4Q€..bl 
l'OflCR. voL 93, pp. 1~802-1l803 
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Organization of 1954, and the progressively deepening U.S. involve­
ment in Vietnam.,1191 

This position on Indochina and on Southeast Asia was formally 
agreed upon at a meeting of the National Security Council on De­
cember 30, 1949, at which the council approved NSC 48/2, "The Po­
sition of the United States with Respect to Asia." '98 This NSC 
paper, the flI'St U.S. Government document setting forth an official, 
presidentially-approved policy for blocking communism in Asia as 
well as promoting non-Communist development, provided for U.S. 
assistance to individual countries and steps to encourage regional 
pacts and a collective security arrangement for Asia generally. It 
took this position with respect to Indochina:'" 

The United States should continue to use its influence in 
Asia toward resolving the colonial-nationalist conflict in such a 
way as to satisfy the fundamental demands of the nationalist 
movement while at the same time minimizing the strain on 
the colonial powers who are our Western allies. Particular at­
tention should be given to the problem of French Indo-China 
and action should be taken to bring home to the French the 
urgency of removing the barriers to the obtaining by Bao Oai 
or other non-Communist nationalist leaders of the support of a 
substantial proportion of the Vietnamese. 

Secretary Acheson and his colleagues had concluded, however, 
that there was no alternative to Bao Dai, and that the U.S. should 
recognize the new government as soon as the French had complet­
ed their ratification of the Elysee Agreement'oo From Paris, U.S. 
Ambassador David Bruce said that the U.S. should consider the 
Indochina problem". . . in a completely cold·blooded fashion, . . ." 
If, as he felt, the U.S. needed to prevent the Communists from 
taking the country, while avoiding steps which would be unduly 
damaging to our relations with France, there were certain "practI­
cal measures" that should be taken. ". . . no French Cabinet would 
survive the running of the Parliamentary gauntlet if it suggested 
the withdrawal at present or in the near future of French troops 
from Indochina." Moreover, "At present no French Government 
could remain in power that advocated complete independence 
either now or in the future for Indochina, if by complete independ· 
ence we mean that the country would not form a portion of the 
French U nian." 

Bruce outlined the steps he thought the U.S. should urge the 
French to take, and suggested that for its part the United States, 
along with the British and as many other countries as possible, es­
pecially in Asia, should recognize the Bao Oai government. This, he 
said, should "precede or to be simultaneous with recognition of 
Mao Tee-tung,' and recognition should be accompanied by a state­
ment to Mao from the U.s., the British, and any other countries 
that would join, warning that these countries "would take grave 
view of any attempt by China of any pretext to extend her author­
ity south of Tonkinese frontier." He also recommended direct fl· 

J H PP. Graveled .• vol. 1. K 40. 
lUrOr the ten, see FRL'S 1~9. v"l. VU, pt. 2, pp. 12UH220_ For more det.ails Qn the origin 
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nancing of Indochina development by the Marshall plan and con­
sideration of using in Vietnam some of the $75 million approved by 
Congress for China and the "general area," 20 I 

2010avid K E. Bru~ cable to !.)elln Acheson. De<: 11. 1949, in IbuL pp 105-110 



CHAPTER 2 

THE U.S. JOINS THE WAR 

On May 8, 1950. Secretary of State Acheson announced that the 
U.S. would begin providing assistance directly to the Associated 
States of Indochina (Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos), as well as con­
tinuing its aid to France, "to assist them in restoring stability and 
permitting these states to pursue their peaceful and democratic de­
velopment." "The United States," he said, "recognizes that the s0-
lution of the Indochina problem depends both upon the restoration 
of security and upon the development of genuine nationalism and 
that United States assistance can and should contribute to these 
major objectives." 1 There was apparently no comment from Con­
gress, but the New York Times greeted the announcement with an 
editorial endorsing the move, and echoing the government's conten­
tion that the fall of Indochina would have a domino effect in South­
east f..sia. 2 

By this decision, which was the culmination of months of plan­
ning, the United States made a profoundly important policy choice: 
it accepted responsibility, in the final analysis, for preventing the 
Communists from taking control of Indochina. This was not, of 
course, what government spokesmen said. Moreover, the limited 
intent of the announced action so carefully masked the ultimate in­
tention of the assumed policy that the real point of origin of U.S. 
involvement in the Vietnam war has remained unclear. Democrats 
frequently say it began in 1954, when President Eisenhower sent 
President Ngo Dinh Diem a letter offering U.S. aid. Republicans 
just as frequently say it began in 1962, when President Kennedy 
sent large numbers of military advisers, and in 1965 when Presi­
dent Johnson decided to use large-scale U.S. forces. The fact is that 
it began in 1950, when the U.S. Government decided that the loss 
of Indochina would be unacceptable, and that only with U.S. assist­
ance could that loss be prevented. This was the basic position taken 
at the time by the Truman administration, and it was the position 
adhered to and strengthened by every succeeding administration.' 

It is also important to note that this decision was made prior to 
rather than as a result of the Korean war, although the Korean 
invasion had the effect of increasing to some extent the scope and 
amount of assistance being given to Indochina. Here. too, it is 
sometimes taken for granted that the decision to intervene in Indo­
china was a result of overt aggression by the Communists in 

IFRt'S, :9;)(1, vol \'1, p 812. 
1'v~1r Yark Tmv!S. May 9. 19..'.iO. 
~~ Leslie H w,.lb. "Indochina!llnd C-onl{linmcnt, The Early 19.10s,·· in John C Donovan (ed ), 
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Korea4 Quite the contrary is true. Indeed, it was assumed in the 
spring of 1950 that Indochina was the key area of Asia threatened 
by the Communists, and the one in which U.S. interests were para­
mount. The Korean war did not change that calculation; if any­
thing, Indochina became relatively more important. This is the un­
derlying reason for the effort made by the Eisenhower administra­
tion to avoid a settlement of the Indochina war in conjunction with 
the settlement of the Korean war. In Korea, a compromise ending 
of the war was in the U.S. national interest. In Indochina, a com· 
promise was viewed with great apprehension by those in power in 
the executive branch, as well as most leaders of Congress, who con­
tinued to assume that the Communists must be stopped in Indo­
china, and had concluded that such a compromise would not be in 
the U.s. interest. 

Although speculative, it is likely that the United States would 
have sent its armed forces into combat in Indochina in 1954,· if not 
before, if the Korean war had not occurred (although President Ei­
senhower might still have insisted on using U.S. forces only in 
united action with other countries). Indeed, it was the domestic 
after-effect of that war which was the principal deterrent to the 
use of force by the United States in Indochina in 1954. 

The Decision to Become Involved in the War in Indochina 
In early 1950, the U.S. was prepared for action in Indochina, 

waiting only for France to complete ratification of the Elysee 
Agreement, thus completing its recognition of the Bao Dai govern· 
ment, before recognizing that government. The French did so on 
February 2, 1950, and on February 4 the U.S. recognized the new 
government of Bao Dai (as well as the Governments of Cambodia 
and Laos) as the first official indigenous government of the country 
since the beginning of French rule. On February 16, the French 
asked the U.S. to provide economic and military assistance for 
their use in Indochina. 6 

There appears to have been general acceptance by Congress of 
the decision to recognize the new governments of the Associated 
States, and there was little if any pUblic comment on the matter by 
Members of Congress. During the month prior to the announce­
ment, Secretary of State Acheson had testified in executive sessions 
of the Foreign Relations Committee that there was progress in 
Vietnam, and that the U.S. anticipated extending recognition after 
the French had acted.7 The committee seemed interested, but 
China. and U.S. policy options resulting from the victory of the 

*See, for example, LaWl't!nOl.' C. Kaplan, "The KGretm War and U$ Fore4Jn RelatIOns." in 
Francis HelJer (<<1.1. The Kormn War: A is-Year Penrpectwe {LB:~Tence, K.a.nsaa: Regenb> Press of 
Kansas, 1977), p. 11, .edited for the Truman Library. 

~Geof'frey Warner, for one, came to 8; similar conclusion. See Warner. ''The United State6 Md 
Vietnam 194&·S5. Part 1. 1945-54," lnt€matron.al Affovs. 48 rJuly 1972J, p. 385, Robert Jervi1;, 
"The Impact of the Korean War on the Cold War," jaumal ofConflif:t Resoiutivn. 24 (December 
1980), pp. 563-59'2. shows convincingly bow the Korean war intensified U.S- involvenwnt in the 
cold Will', but Jervis understates the par:l'rible effects of the Indochina situation, or of eomf!< ot.hf!'r 
8rett of vital conoern, on that process. 

'For the bacUround and significance of this action llIee Gary R. Hess.. "The Firat American 
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2 (Fall 1978), pp. 331-350. 

7SFR(' Hut Ser .. "EeonOlUlC A.8IIIi&tance to China and Korett: 1949-50," p 2Hi. and "Reviews of 
the World Situation: 1949-1950:' pp. 159, 181 
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Communists and the removal of the Nationalist government to For­
mosa ITalwanl, remained its primary COncern. (This concern about 
China was also prompted by the fact that legislation authorizing 
the China Ajd program, which still had about $100 million in unex­
pended funds. was due to expire on February 15, 1950. After consid­
ering the alternatives, it was decided to extend the program until 
June 30, 1950, thus continuing the availability of funds for UIle in 
the "general area" of China. As will be recalled from the previous 
chapter, it had been agreed that these could be used in both Korea 
and Indochina as well as in Formosa.) 

Anticipating U.S. recognition of the Bao Dai government and the 
initiation of a U.S. assistance program, a "working group" in the 
State Department had issued a report on February I, 1950, propos­
ing military aid for Indochina financed by the 1949 appropriation 
for aid to the "general area" of China. The group concluded that 
"The whole of Southeast Asia is in danger of falling under commu­
nist domination," and the French needed help in their efforts to 
assist the Governments of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos in combat­
tin!!" the Communists. "UnavoidedIy," the report stated, "the 
Uruted States is, together with France, cornnritted in Indo­
china .... The choice confronting the United States is to support 
the French in Indochina or face the extension of Communism over 
the remainder of the continental area of Southeast Asia and, possi­
bly, further westward. We then would be obliged to make stagger­
ing investments in those areas and in that part of Southeast Asia 
remaining outside Communist domination or withdraw to a much­
contracted Pacific line. It would seem a case of 'Penny wise, Pound 
foolish' to deny support to the French in Indochina." In recom­
mending such aid. however, the group specifically excluded 
"Uulted States Troops."· 

On March 7, Dean Rusk (who had been made Deputy Under Sec­
retary of State in the spring of 1949), sent a memorandum to the 
Defense Department, stating:' 

The Department of State believes that within the limitations 
imposed by existing commitments and strategic priorities, the 
resources of the United States should be deployed to reserve 
[sic] Indochina and Southeast Asia from further Communist 
encroachment. The Department of State has accordingly al­
ready engaged all its political resources to the end that this 
object be secured. The Department is now engaged in the proc­
ess of urgently examining what additional economic resources 
can effectively be engaged in the same operation. 

It is now, in the opinion of the Department, a matter of the 
greatest urgency that the Department of Defense assess the 
strategic aspects of the situation and consider, from the mili­
tary point of view, how the United States can best contribute 
to the prevention of further Communist encroachment in that 
area. 

The u.s. decision to become involved in the war in Indochina 
was made on April 24, 1950, when, on the recommendation of the 
NSC, the President approved NSC 64, "The Position of the United 

8FRUS, 195Q, vol. VI, pp. 711-715. 
9PP, Grav{'l e<L vol. L pp 194-195. 
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States With Respect to Indochina."!O There is no indication that 
Truman or any of his associates consulted any Member of Congress 
in making this first and fundamental commitment, although it is 
possible that there were individual discussions with or "briefings" 
of a handful of elected floor leaders and committee chairmen and 
ranking minority members. It would not be surprising, however, if 
there was no contact on the matter between the executive branch 
and Congress, given Secretary of State Acheson's penchant for uni· 
lateral exercise of Presidential power, and Truman's agreement 
with and acceptance of that posture. 

NSC 64 was a very brief memorandum containing only cursory 
analysis of the subject, but its conclusions were profound and far· 
reaching. Based on NSC 48 (see the previous chapter), the memo­
randum took the position that "It is important to United States se­
curity interests that all practicable measures be taken to prevent 
further communist expansion in Southeast Asia." U.S. assistance 
was essential, it said, because the Chinese had moved up to the 
Indochina border, and "In the present state of affairs, it is doubtful 
that the combined native Indochinese and French troops can sue· 
cessfully contain Ho's forces should they be strengthened by either 
Chinese Communist troops crosaing the border, or Communist·sup­
plied arms and material in quantity from outside Indochina 
strengthening Ho's forces." 

NSC 64 was based on the "domino theory," which has been fre­
quently and erroneously attributed to the Eisenhower administra· 
tion: 

The neighboring countries of Thailand and Burma could be 
expected to fall under Communist domination if Indochina 
were controlled by a Communist-dominated government. The 
balance of Southeast Asia would then be in grave hazard. 

The Department of Defense. the JCS, and the Department of 
State agreed that, strategically, Indochina was the key area of 
Southeast Asia, and that military aid and a military aid mission 
should be sent immediately.! I 

From Saigon, the new U.S. Charge, Edmund A. Gullion, cabled 
on May 6, 1950, his views on the situation. Indochina, he said, was 
comparable to Greece; it, too, was a "neuralgic focus" for the Com· 
munists, and if it fell "most of colored races of world would in time 
fall to Communists' sickle. . . ." The U.s., therefore, should resist 
Communist penetration by "all means short of use of armed force," 
and in the event the Chinese or Russians invaded or used force in 
Indochina the U.S. should assist the French and the Indochinese 
with the necessary American forces. "This flexible concept," he 

l"f"or the tez.t, see FR['S, 1950, vol. VI. pp. ;.:5-i47. 
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added, "envisages possibility limited use of US force, takes account 
possibility checking threat by display determination and reckons 
with twilight zone in our constitutional system between war 
making power of executive and legislative branches. It envisages 
our going as far as we did in Greece and farther than was ever an­
nounced we would go. It is derivative of Truman doctrine. Its exe­
cution at any given time depends on relative military posture of 
ourselves and potential enemy, particularly in atomic weapons." 12 

Similar conclusions were reached in August 1950 by a joint State­
Defense military assistance survey mission to Southeast Asia." 

In the spring of 1950, in preparation for the implementation of 
NSC 64, the State Department had sent a study mission to South­
east Asia, the Griffin mission, headed by R. Allen Griffin, former 
deputy chief of the U.S. economic aid mission in China. Ostensibly 
the group was surveying the economic situation, but in reality it 
was assessing political and, to some extent, military factors as well. 
The mission, which paid particular attention to the situation in 
Indochina, had as its goal, according to Griffin, preventing "a repe­
tition of the circumstances leading to the fall of China." ,. 

On May 2, 1950, there was a high-level meeting in the State De­
partment to discuss Griffm's findings. Baa Oai, said Griffm, could 
not maintain the status quo, and "must either quickly win addi­
tional support and begin showing gains in prestige or there will be 
a falling away of his present following." "Time is of the essence in 
the Vietnam situation," he said. "Baa Ow must be given face .... 
If Bao Dai once starts slipping, it will be impossible to restore 
him." 

The principal problem was political, as the French themselves 
had decided when they recognized the native governments of the 
Associated States. But because the French "cannot afford a contin­
ued military cost of hundreds of millions of dollars a year in a cam­
paign that has failed and that has no prospect of bringing about a 
military conclusion," it was necessary, Griffin said, for the French 
to accept and attempt to make a success of the Bao Ow govern­
ment. "This may be contrary to human nature," he added, "but it 
is doubtful if that Government can succeed without the most gener­
ous, if not passionate, French assistance." 15 

In a similar meeting a few days later, Griffin "described a wel­
coming arch leading to one of the villages in Indochina-'Commu­
nism, no; Colonialism, never.' He said that this sentiment was 
characteristic of all of Southeast Asia but that it undoubtedly rep­
resented the spirit of at least 90% of the Indochinese."" 

Congress Passes Legislation to Provide New Aid for Indochina 
Although it does not appear to have been consulted in the 

making of this new commitment, Congress responded to the Presi-

UFRU8, 1950. vol. VI, pp. 803-804. Some officials in the State Department were skeptical of 
Gullion's analysis. See, for eumple. the memorandum by O~ of the moat pereeptive and fraJ'lt 
of these skeptics., Chariton Ogburn, pp. 766-767 
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dent's initiative by enacting legislation to provide additional au­
thorization and funds for these U.S. efforts in Indochina. Besides 
extending existing authority and funds for the "general area" of 
China until June 1961, the Foreign Economic Assistance Act, ap­
proved in June 1960, also provided authority for an entirely new 
foreign aid program, the "point <1 program," which was the begin­
ning of U.S. economic aid to non-European countries.'T Although it 
was billed as a new technical assistance program of "shirtsleeves 
diplomacy" to help the less-developed nations improve their living 
standards, the real motivation for the program, especially in South­
east Asia, was the need to provide assistance to less-developed 
countries threatened by the Communiste. which, by improving ec0-
nomic conditions, could presumably provide greater political 
strength and stability.'· Indochina was to be ite first and primary 
target, a fact that was not llUlde known publicly, and may not even 
have been properly understood by Congress. Together with the new 
U_S. military aid misaion to each of the Associated States, the eco­
nomic aid mission established under the authority of this legisla­
tion provided the entering wedge for the United States to intervene 
in the Indochina War. This, too, may not have been clear to Con­
gress at the time, although it could certainly have been deduced 
from the testimony and other public and private statements of ad­
ministration spokesmen. 

During the heariuga and debate on the aid bill, which began in 
February 1950 and ended in May, there were a number of com­
ments by Senators and Representatives about the need to continue 
assisting the Nationalist Chinese in Formosa, as well as taking ad­
ditional steps to stop the Communists in Asia. The debate was not 
clearly focused, however. It was obvious that Members of Congress 
generally and the RepUblicans in particular were troubled and per­
plexed by the "loss" of China to the Communists. They wanted to 
prevent a repetition of that experience; yet they, no less than those 
in the executive branch, were not sure how to go about such a task. 

Many Members seemed unclear about the relevance of economic 
assistance to revolutionary situations involving the use of force, 
and tended to doubt the validity of the argument advanced by the 
executive branch that economic progress would produce political 
progress and greater security. There was a particularly strong reac­
tion agaInst the point 4 program on the part of RepUblicans and 
conservative Democrats. They were concerned that it would be the 
beginning of a large and permanent foreign aid program, as indeed 
it was, and they questioned the premise that it would promote ste­
bility and security. 

In the House, the authorization for point 4 was cut from the $46 
million requested by the administration and approved by the For­
eign Affairs Committee to $25 million on a motion by the highly­
respected Christian A. Herter (R/Mass.l, a leader in the passage of 

I1Puhlic Law 81-535. tiM! FOT"'lgn Econouuc Asaistance Act, of wruch point 4. was title rv, the 
"Act fOT International Development." The Foreign Economic A.AIl:istance Act, which extended 
Lhe Man>hall plan. was the MW name (or what had ~n called the Economic Coopetatron Act. 
by which the MarShall plan had been estabhshed 

18 As Wolf noted in FoNt4J'l Aid.- Th«Iry ond Praetu:e In SoulMffl Asia, p 50, ", .. ee.onomic 
ahd ~,umanitari.an objectives ... played a relatively minor role In the ease of aid to Southern 
As .. 
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the Marshall plan'> Herter, who strongly supported point 4, said 
he thought the requested amount was too high. A Republican 
motion to strike point 4 from the bill failed, 150-220.20 Most of the 
votes in favor of the motion were from conservatives, both Republi­
cans and Democrats. Representative Judd, along with other critics 
of U.S. policy in Asia, urged approval of point 4, however, saying, 
"This is almost the first move. . . in the direction of trying to de­
velop a program that makes sense out in that part of the earth 
where half of its people live."" 

In the Senate, criticism and skepticism were even stronger. and 
point 4 was passed by only one vote, 37-36." 

During these debates the subject of Indochina came up from time 
to time. but the paucity of comment indicated not so much an ab­
sence of information as general acquiescence in executive branch 
policy and an absence of new ideas. Senators harped on the estab­
lished arguments. In an executive session of the Foreign Relations 
Committee on March 29, 1950, for example. Senator Theodore 
Francis Green (D/R,U asked Secretary of State Acheson, "Are we 
not getting into a position where we are rather defending in part 
what is left of French colonial policy there, and also supporting 
agalnst the revolutionaries an unpopular king whom they are 
trying to put out, and a corrupt government there?" Acheson 
agreed, but said that although the U.S. was "pressing the French 
to go forward as far and as fast as they can ... we have to be care­
ful ... that we do not press the French to the point where they 
say. 'All right, take over the damned country. We don't want it,' 
and put their soldiers on ships and send them back to France." 
Green persisted. "We have jockeyed ourselves into a position," he 
said, "where we had to take the position of one or the other parties 
in the country agalnst the rising masses. Everywhere the masses in 
these countries . . . are rising, and they are conducting what will 
ultimately be-it is a question of time-successful revolutions, but 
we are identified to those masses as being the defenders of the 
status quo .... "23 

In House debate on the 1950 foreign aid bill, Representative 
H. R. Gross (R/Iowa) offered an amendment to provide that "the prin­
ciples of the Bill of Rights and the Atlantic Charter should govern 
in dependent areas" and that no U.S. funds should be spent to aid 
"colonial exploitation or absentee ownership." But, judging by the 
debate, it was a "nuisance" amendment that even Gross may not 
have taken seriously, and it was defeated on division 22-72." 

In a similar vein, Representative Compton 1. White (D/Idaho) 
read the text of that portion of the bill which reiterated the 1949 
language favoring a Pacific pact, based on developing the "econom­
ic and social well-being" of peoples of the area, the safeguarding of 
their "basic rights and liberties." and the protection of their "secu­
rity and independence." "Does the gentleman," he asked the chair­
man of the Foreign Affairs Committee, "think that policy of Con-

1 teR, voL 96, p. 4540 The fmal hill provided for $35 million. 
'I>[bid., p. 4552. 
:t 'lbuJ.., p. 4545. 
ulbu:L. p. 6481. 
uSFRC H:s. Ser., "Re-vieW! of tM World Situation: 1949-195Q," pp. 267, 269-
HeR vol. 96, p. 4536. 
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gress is being carried out at the present time in Indochina, where 
the people are struggling for their freedom and the French are 
sending expeditions in there, airplanes and everything else. to de­
stroy those people and to destroy their liberty. Does the gentleman 
think we are carrying out that policy?" It was something of a rhe­
torical question and it received a rhetorical response by the chair­
man: "That is an expression of a pious hope on the part of the com­
mittee. It is a hope, however, that the passage of this legislation 
may speed to fulfillment." as 

As approved by Congress in May 1950, the Foreign Economic As­
sistance Act provided $40 million for use in the "general area of 
China:"· The provision reaffirming Congress' support for a Pacific 
pact, which was not in the Senate bill, was dropped in conference 
based on the fact that it was already provided for by the Mutual 
Defense Assistance Act of 1949 and did not need to be reenacted.27 

The Anti·Communist Offen,sive and NSC fi8 
The lack of reference to Indochina during these debates in the 

spring of 1950 also reflected the preoccupation of Congress with the 
domestic political turmoil produced by Senator Joseph R. McCar­
thy (R/Wis.l and others in the Republican as well as the Democrat­
ic Party who were concerned about Communist influence in the 
United States and in the U.S. Government. One of the consequenc­
es of this development, probably unintended, was to divert the at­
tention of Congress and the public from foreign policy questions, 
including the situation in Indochina. 

The Truman administration was responsible for stimulating 
some of this anti-Communist sentiment, however, and, in fact. had 
deliberately set about during 1950 to generate a stronger public 
awareness of the Communist threat and the need for the United 
States to rearm. In January 1950, President Truman announced 
that the U.S. would build a hydrogen bomb, a response to the Rus­
sian's successful testing of an atomic bomb the previous September. 
At the same time, he ordered a study of U.S. foreign policy goals 
and strategic situation. This resulted in a policy paper of the Na­
tional Security Council, NBC 68. "United States Objectives and 
Programs for National Security," completed in early April, which 
was based on the premise that the Russians were intent on "world 
domination," as demonstrated by the events that had led to the 
cold war. 

One of the objectives of NSC 68 was to rouse the public to sup­
port a stronger defense effort. Acheson led the way, and. as he said 
in his memoirs, "Throughout 1950 . . . I went about the country 
preaching this premise of NBC 68."2. 

NBC 68, probably the longest, most detailed and perhaps the 
most important policy paper ever produced by the National Securi· 
ty Council, concluded that "the cold war is in fact a real war in 
which the survival of the free world is at stake," and that "The 
frustration of the Kremlin design requires the free world to devel-

Ulbi<L p. 4056. 
uPubhe Law 81-535. title II, the "China Area Aid Act of 1950.'· 
I1H. Rept. 81-2117. p. 28 
ul)ean Acbl'8On, Fresei'll (lIthe Crrotwn '~ew York· W W Norton, 1969), p.3'15 
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op a successfully functioning political and economic system and a 
vigorous political offensive against the Soviet Union. These, in 
turn, require an adequate military shield under which they can de­
velop. It is necessary to have the military power to deter, if possi· 
ble, Soviet expansion, and to defeat, if necessary, aggressive Soviet 
or Soviet-directed actions of a limited or total character." " ... it is 
clear that a substantial and rapid building up of strength in the 
free world is necessary to support a firm policy intended to check 
and to roll back the Kremlin's drive for world domination ..... 

The State Department's leading Russian experts, George F. 
Kennan and Charles E. Bohlen, disagreed strongly with the paper's 
assumptions about the "Kremlin's drive for world domination," 
among other things, but Acheson and Paul H. Nitze, then the head 
of State's Policy Planning Staff, were in agreement on the final 
product and the objections were turned aside.'" 

The importance of NSC 68 for the present study is, first, the posi· 
tion it took with respect to preventing Communist expansion, a ])0-
sition that strongly supported U.S. policy in Indochina under NSC 
64. Although Acheson, in a speech on January 12, 1950, before the 
National Press Club, had expressed the government's position that 
the perimeter of U.S. defenses in the Pacific did not include either 
Korea or Indochina, he had left open the possible response of the 
United States to Communist aggression in either area. 

NSC 68 is also of interest in relation to U.S. involvement in Ind<r 
china because of its assumption that the Russian "threat" was pri· 
marily a military threat and, accordingly, that the first COncern of 
the U.s. must be to strengthen its military capabilities. This as· 
sumption, of course, was dramatically reinforced by the Korean 
war, and by January 1951 State Department policy planners were 
speculating that the U.s. military buildup would be considered by 
the Russians as an important reason for a decision in 1951 "to ful· 
minate the world crisis." As viewed from Moscow, they said, "The 
massive fact which confronts the Soviet Union is the mobilization 
of strength at the center in the U.S. The budget just presented to 
the Congress calls for a defense effort equal to the total ann ual 
product of the U.s.s.R."" 

There were a few, but very few, who questioned the assumptions 
on which this buildup was based, or its possible consequences. Sec· 
retary Acheson, in the same January 1950 Press Club speech, 
stressed the need to recognize the strength of nationalism in Asian 
countries, and the importance of assisting only those governments 
which had popular support. But, as David S. McLellan has ob­
served, "Acheson's admonition that the United States must not 
become involved in support of governments which lacked a popular 
following must be viewed more as a cautionary ideal than as a 

1ll7he teJ:t of N~ 68, which was dated April i. 1950. and finally apprm.-ro (after further 
study. including the devetopment of COI:rt estimates) by tM President on Sep~be-r 30. is in 
FRUS, 1950, vol I, pp_ 23.5-292. For 8 ~ood discussion of the development of NSC 68 see Samuel 
F Wells, Jr .. "Sounding the Tocsin: !liSC 68 and the Soviet Threat," ittt(!rtt.Qtion.a.J .'-'«linty, .. 
lFalll979J. pp. 116-158, See also John Lewis Gaddis and Paul H, Nitze, "NSC 68 and the Sov;et 
Threat Reconsidered:' I1th!17Ultwnai Sa-unt)-, 4 ISpring 19S{)'. pp 164-l'i6. 

lOFor their objections, which are Qver.-;;implified here. see Kennan's Me1l1Qlr'$. l!lii)-1!lfjO, pp 
fj'Q...-·fi5; for Bohlen see FRL'S, 1950, vol. I. p. 221. and 1951, vol I.pp. 106.163.170,171, 18(J For 
NIue's poIJititln see 1951, vol 1. p. 172, and his seo::1!on lentitled "The I')e.wlopment of sse 68"'1 
of the Gaddis and Nitu artIcle died above 

:lJFRL'S, 1951. vol I, p. 37 



73 

practical guide. The fact of the matter was that the search for a 
policy toward Southeast Asia had become more acute with the fall 
of China. Already Acheson was giving consideration to French re­
quests for military assistance to their puppet regime in Indochina 
against the Vietminh."32 

The Ef{ecu; of the Korean War 
On June 25, 1950, the Korean war began, and on June 27 Presi. 

dent Truman announced that, as a part of its response to the inva­
sion, the u.s. would increase military assistance to France and to 
Indochina, including the establishment of a U.S. military mission 
in each of the Associated States. os Some have incorrectly assumed 
that the decision to send the missions was prompted by the Korean 
invasion, whereas, in fact, the missions were to be sent as part of 
the plan to implement NSC 64, which, it will be recalled, was ap­
proved on April 24, 1950." 

Truman's decillion to increase U.S. aid for Indochina after the 
Korean invasion was hailed by most liberals and conservatives, 
Democrats and Republicans, in Congress. On June 27, Senator 
Hubert H. Humphrey (D/Minn.), for example, called it "most en­
couraging."" One exception was Senator Robert Taft (R/OhioJ, 
who said that "Tho; furnishing of military assistance to Indochina 
contradicts Secretary Acheson's statement that all the United 
States could do in Southeast Asia was to provide advice and assist­
ance when asked, and that the responsibility was not ours."'· 

The effects of the Korean war on the U.8. role in Indochina were 
several-fold. It had the primary effect of galvanizing U.S. determi­
nation to resist communism and to increase defense spending and 
military assistance, thus providing precisely the event needed to 
implement NSC 68, including the expansion of the U.8. role in 
Indochina. As Secretary of State Acheson said in an executive 
session of the Foreign Relations Committee on July 24, 1950, 
" ... what they have done by thia is to arouse the United States 
in a way that only Pearl Harbor did, and if they had not done 
it we would have had a terrible time getting people in this country 
to see the real danger in which the country is." 31 

nDevid S. McLeIJan, Dto:1l. Ach.eaoJt. 'I'M State Dtpartnwrat YftU't (New York: Dodd, Mead, 
1976),. p. 21 •. For the text of Acheson's speech IJf':te /Ap<uit'nent of StaU Bulletin., Jan. 23, 1900. 
For one very .Pe."'d'!h:gana.lysis of NOC 68 and or the ~er of a "predominant relianoe on 
millt.ary (cree in . with emerging "aocial and economIC pres8Uree" in many part.e of the 
"odd., see FRus. 1950, vol. t pp. 302-304. 

uPublic Papers of 1M PretkUfl.l$, Harry S Truman, 1950, P. 492. 
uIn his useful study, 'l'ht! Rood to ConfrontatWlL' Al'MnC'a1l Polr.r::y toward China and KonG, 

l'.f-195lHC'hapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pres&. 198OJ, Jt l~ William W, Stueck, Jr. 
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As Seyom Brown has pointed out:'· 
. . . the fact that we were willing to fight a high-cost war to 

keep South Korea out of Communist hands also gave impetus 
to the emerging realization that the power contest could be 
won or lost in the secondary theatres when there was a stale­
mate in the primary theatres. The Korea War thus marked a 
globalization of containment in terms of operational commit­
ments as well as rhetoric. 

The secondary effect of the war in Korea, however, was to limit 
the manpower and resources available for a major U.S. commit­
ment to Indochina, and subsequently to cause such resistance to 
another limited war on the mainland of Asia as to block armed 
U.S. intervention in Indochina for many years. 

The Korean invasion also had the effect of emphasizing the 
danger of overt, external Communist aggression, which in turn led 
to increased U.S. concern with the possibility of such an attack in 
Indochina. As a consequence, throughout the 1950s the South Viet­
namese were being prepared primarily for conventional warfare 
against an invasion, and were not in a position to respond ade­
quately to the guerrilla tactics employed by the Communists when 
they renewed the armed struggle in the late 19508. 

The Korean war also had a serious effect on the U.S. policymak­
ing system, and this in turn affected the involvement of the United 
States in the Vietnam war. The decision to enter the Korean war 
was made by the President on his own claim of authority to take 
such action. After the decision had been made, the United Nations 
requested American leadership of a U.N. peacekeeping force. While 
this may have internationalized the action and provided a frame of 
national and international legality, it was not the causative factor 
in the decision, nor did the administration rely on it as legal justifi­
cation for the use of U.S. forces. 

The President, it was argued, has the authority and the power to 
deploy and to employ the armed forces of the United States in the 
defense of U.S. national interests, and to engage in hostilities short 
of a declaration of war, without the approval of Congress. Thus, a 
"limited war," (or "police action," which was the term applied to 
Korea), could be fully and constitutionally authorized by action of 
the President, with Congress relegated to the role of providing Or 
withholding funds to maintain the war effort. This argument was 
not made publicly at the time of the invasion, however. It became 
explicit only after questions were raised subsequently about the de­
cision to go to war, and about the respective roles of the President 
and Congress. This was due primarily to the exigencies of the situa­
tion, which, because of the suddenness of the invasion, tended to 
choke off consideration of constitutional questions and institutional 
roles. 

The issue was also less clear-cut in the beginning because in the 
initial stages of decisionmaking there was at least some semblance 
of consultation with Congress, and agreement by the President to 
consider making a request to Congress for authorization of the war. 

Truman's first contact with Congress after the invasion was on 
Monday, June 26, when Chairman Connally saw him at the White 
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House. (It is not clear how Connally came to be at the White 
House, but presumably it was at the request of Truman.) Connally 
reported that Truman asked him whether he had the authority to 
commit U.S. forces without the approval of Congress. Connally re­
plied, "If a burglar breaks into your house you can shoot him with­
out going down to the police station and getting permission. You 
might run into a long debate in Congress which would tie your 
hands completely. You have the right to do it as Commander-in­
Chief and under the UN Charter."" 

Truman then met on June 'l7 and 30 with selected Members of 
Congress. Both meetings were very brief. The fll'St lasted about 30 
minutes. and the second about 35. At the first meeting, to which he 
invited the elected Democratic leaders from the House and Senate 
as well as the top Democrats and Republicans on the foreign policy 
and the armed services committees of the two Houses. Truman 
gave this explanation of his decision to defend Korea:40 

The communist invasion of South Korea could not be let 
pass unnoticed, he said, this act was very obviously inspired by 
the Soviet Union. If we let Korea down. the Soviet [sic] will 
keep right on going and swallow up one piece of Asia after an­
other. We had to make a stand some time, or else let all of 
Asia go by the board. If we were to let Asia go. the Near East 
would collapse and no telling what would happen in Europe. 
Therefore. the President concluded. he had ordered our forces 
to support Korea as long as we could---<>r as long as the Kore­
ans put up a fight and gave us something we could support­
and it was equally necessary for us to draw the line at Indo­
China, the Philippines, and Formosa. 

Truman did not invite elected Republican leaders to the first 
meeting. These were included. however. in the second meeting on 
June 30. at which Senate Minority Leader Kenneth S. Wherry (RI 
Neb.) objected to Truman's decision not to seek the approval of 
Congress. or even to inform Congress, before sending U.s. forces 
into combat. 

Senator Wherry arose, addressed the President as thongh he 
were on the Senate floor, and wanted to know if the President 
was going to advise the Congress before he sent ground troops 
into Korea. 

The President said that some ground troops had already 
been ordered into Korea. If there were a real emergency, he 
would advise the Congress. 

Senator Wherry said he thought the Congress ought to be 
consulted before the President made moves like this. 

The President said this had been an emergency. There was 
no time for lots of talk. There had been a weekend crisis and 
he had to act. . . . 

Senator Wherry said "I understand the action all right. But 
I do feel the Congress ought to be consulted before any large 
scale actions are taken again." 

301Senator Tom [Thomas T.] Connally, a.e told to Alfred Steinberg . .\I) S<alTU'! tS Tom Ccruwll) 
tKew York: Crowell, 1954!. p. 346. 

4D'frulllM Libmry. Elsey notes of the m~ting of June Z7, 19[:>Q, Papers of George Elsey, Sub­
ject File, Korea (emphasis in origlna)) There is a 9OCOnd !Jet of notes of the mming in FRUS. 
1950, \/01. VII, pp 200-202 
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The President replied that if any large scale actions were to 
take place, he would tell the Congress about it. . .. 

Moments later Wherry again said he thought the President 
should consult Congress " ... before taking drastic steps." 

. . . the President responded that . . . "If there is any neces­
sity for Congressional action, . . . I will come to you. But I 
hope we can get those bandits in Korea suppressed without 
that."4.1 

Although a decision had already been made to send Jarge-scale 
U.S. forces into combat, Truman did not reveal this to the second 
meeting which was, according to one author, "a lie designed to 
avoid leaks that would reveal to the enemy American troop move­
ments."" Another author takes the position, however, that "Com­
ments of legislators as reported in [George M.l Elsey's notes make 
it clear that some of them at least understood that Americans soon 
would be fighting in the front lines and that casualty lists would be 
appearing . . . no complaints about deceit were voiced by those 
who had attended the conference."" 

Dean Rusk, who participated in the meeting of June 30 (he was 
then Assistant Secretary of State for the Far East), says that there 
was a consensus among congressional leaders attending the meet­
ing that the President "should proceed on the basis of his own pres­
idential powers, reinforced by the U.N. Security Council resolutions 
calling on Members to come to the assistance of Korea."" 

At the June 30 meeting, Senator H. Alexander Smith suggested 
the poasibility of a congressional resolution approving the Presi­
dent's action. Truman asked Acheson to consider the suggestion" 

On July 3, there was a meeting of a number of top government 
officials with the President, which was also attended by one 
Member of Congress, Senate Majority Leader Scott Lucas, at which 
Acbeson presented the draft of a resolution calling for Congress' 
commendation of the President's action. According to his memoirs 
he did not recommend a resolution of approval because tbe action 
should "rest on his constitutional authority as Commander in Chief 
of the armed forces."'· Acheson also suggested to Truman that the 

401Truman Library, Elsey notes on the meeting of June 30. 1950. Papen of George ElseY. Sub­
ject File. Korea. 
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initiative for the resolution should come from Congress to avoid the 
impression that the President was asking Congress for approval. 
Truman asked Lucas' opinion, Lucas replied that he questioned 
whether the President should appear before Congress with a spe­
ciaJ message, The resolution would be approved, he said, but might 
take a week to debate. Many Members "had suggested to him that 
the President should keep away from Congress and avoid debate." 
The President, he said, "had very properly done what he had to 
without consulting the Congress." Lucas suggested that before 
having the resolution introduced the President should caJl congres­
sional leaders together again and get their approvaJ. Truman re­
plied that "it was up to Congress whether such a resolution should 
be introduced, that he would not suggest it." Lucas also suggested 
that Truman deliver the message to the country as a "fireside 
chat," rather than before Congress, He said that Truman "would 
be practicaJly asking for a declaration of war if he came up to the 
Congress like this." The President said that "it was necessary to be 
very careful that he did not appear to be getting around Congress 
and use extra-ConstitutionaJ powers," 

Averell Harriman, one of those present, "stressed the need for 
close relations between the President and Congress under Presiden­
tial leadership. While things are going well now there may be trou­
ble ahead." 

As the meeting ended, Truman said he would consider the 
matter further, and talk again with Democratic congressional lead­
ers at their regular meeting with him the following week. The 
result of this was that the message was delayed until July 19, when 
it was submitted in writinlf to Congress, and the idea of a resolu­
tion was abandoned, Lucas advice, which was probably supported 
by other Democratic leaders, appears to have been a crucial factor 
in this decision," 

At the time, there was almost no congressional objection to the 
decision to go to war without Congress' approval. Questions were 
raised by only a few RepUblicans, ~rimarily Wherry and Taft, but 
they also supported the President s decision, and as U.S. troops 
went forth to meet the enemy, questions about the war's constitu­
tionality may have seemed moot if not irrelevant.·· By the end of 
1950, however, after Chinese forces had entered the Korean war 
and forced the Americans to retreat, both RepUblicans and Demo­
crats in Congress began again to question the decision to enter the 
Korean war without the approval of Congress, The issue was joined 
late in 1950 when President Truman announced that he was send-

"Resoltt6i. . Th..at the O:tngt'f:19S of the United StatM hereby expresses its commendation of 
the forthright actions taken by the United States and other Mem~J"!!I of the United NatioIl8, 
both in condemning the acts of aggression _of the invading forees from north Vietnam. and in 
ernployin&: armed forces to 8S5Urt the Republic of Korea 

"It is the 8E'N!E' of the Congress that the United States continue to me all appropriate action 
with refere~ La the KQrean situation La restore and maintain international ~ and ge(uritv 
in ~pport of the Otarter of the United Nations and the r"e8tOlutions of the Security Council of 
the United NatiOll8" 

41For a summary of the July 3: meeting, from lIfh,ich thet;e quotes are taken. 8t.e: FRCIS, 1950. 
voL vn. pp. 286-291 In his memoir$, pp. 414-41$, Acheson saId he agnled ",,;th Lueaa. .nd he 
defended the decision not to ask for oongressional approval. Truman'. memoin do not mention 
the diseu.s&\()n of the c:ongre9lIional resolution. 

nAmong other things. Robert Taft &tid that " ... if the President can intervene in KOre:(l 
without con.gressional approval, he can go to war in Malaya or Indonesia or Iran or South 
America .. CR. vol 96, p. 9320 
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ing additional U.S. ground troops to Europe for assignment to 
NATO. This produced a very sharp reaction in Congress, resulting 
in the "Great Debate" during the first three months of 1951 on the 
specific power of the President to assign ground forces to an "inter­
national army" without congressional approval, and, more general­
ly, the power of the President to deploy U.S. forces abroad without 
such approval, especially in cases involving possible hostilities. In 
the end, the Senate passed a resolution supporting the President, 
but stating also that Congress should be asked to approve any 
future U.S. troop assignments to NATO." That action ended the 
Great Debate, but the "Taft problem," as it became known, re­
mained, and in 1964 it appears to have been very much on the 
minds of policymakers as they approached the point of deciding to 
use large-scale U.S. forces in the Vietnam war. President Lyndon 
Johnson, who knew about the "Taft problem" from his own experi­
ence in the Senate in 1950, sought to avoid what might be called 
"Truman's mistake." The irony, of course, is that in avoiding Tru­
man's mistake, Johnson ended up making a "mistake" with more 
serious consequence, and which, together with subsequent actions 
of President Nixon, led to an effort by Congress to clarify and 
define the war power provisions of the Constitution through pas­
sage of the War Powers Resolution. 

The Question of Using A"",rican Forces in Indochina 
As far as Indochina was concerned, during the period August-No­

vember 1950 there was a surge of support for a stronger U.S. role. 
In part, this resulted from an increased concern about defending 
Southeast Asia against the Communists, but it was also stimulated 
by a growing awareness of the weakness of the French and of the 
Bao Oai government. It was during this period that proposals were 
first made for the use of U.S. Armed Forces in Indochina. 

In August 1950 a joint State-Defense MDAP (mutual defense as­
sistance program) survey mission completed an extensive trip to 
the Far East, including three weeks in Vietnam. On August 7, its 
Chairman, John F. Melby, then Special Assistant to Dean Rusk, 
the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, cabled 
Rusk his conclusions, which also represented the group's consensus. 
"Indochina," he said, "is keystone of SEA [Southeast Asia] defense 
arch. Failure here will inevitably precipitate balance of SEA main-

"'Unfortunately there is no one good source OD the Great Debate. There is B summary in the 
Congmulwnal Quart,erly Almanac, but for an adequate understanding it is necessary to read the 
hearings and debates, including the eucutive 8I!!88ions of the Senate Foreign Relations and 
Armed Services Committees meeting jointly, which appear in SFRC His. Ser., vol. m. pt. l. 

During the Great Debate, there were numerous supporting statements by academicians aseert­
Lng the power of the President to employ U.s. forces OYel'8e88 in the absence of war without 
app-oval by Congress. Among these, mterestingly enough, were two-Arthur M. Schlesinger. 
Jr., and Henry Steele Commager. who during the Vietnam war became ardent advocates of con­
gressional action to control the President. For their statements in 1951 see Schlesinger's letter 
to the New Yor4- TImes. Jan. 9, 1951, and Commager's article. "Presidential Power: The Issue 
Analyzed," New Yor4- TImes Magazine, Jan. 14, 1951. Two other academicians, Edward S. 
Corwin and Clinton Rossiter, both noted commentators on the Constitution and the Presidencf. 
took issue with Schlesinger and Commager and with the administration's position. See Corwin s 
article ''The President's Power," New Republic, Jan. 29, 1951, and Rossiter's ''The Constitution 
and Troops to Europe," Neu: l.."ecukr, Mar. 26. 1951. See also Corwin's memorandum reprinted in 
CR. vol. 9'7, p 2993. For the administration's legal justification see Powers of the PresUknt to 
Send the Anned Forces Outsu:k the United States. U.S. Co~, Senate, Committee on Foreign 
Relations and Committee on Anned Services, Committee Print, 82d Cong., 1st 5eSS. (Washington, 
D.C' U S_ Govt Print. Off. 1951). 
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land into Communist orbit with excellent prospect of similar even­
tuality in Indonesia and Philippines, barring American occupation 
of latter. Within Indochina complex, Vietnam is the crisis point 
whose resolution will largely determine outcome in Laos and Cam­
bodia." "Primary Vietnam concern," he added, "is eventual inde­
pendence. Vietnam will have it regardless of anything else and will 
seek allies wherever it may be necessary." He continued: 

IT Vietnam is determined on complete independence as all 
evidence suggests, it probably cannot get it for a long time in 
face of French opposition, but it can create the kind of uproar 
which will constitute a continuing drain on French strength 
and in end benefit only Communists. Co-incidentally, American 
identification with French in such eventuality will further 
weaken American influence in Asia. Historically no ruling 
group has ever remained more or less indefinitely in power in 
face of active or even passive resistance from the governed, or 
without ruining itself in the process. There is no con vincing 
evidence Nationalism in Indochina proposes to be an exception. 

Melby recommended that the French work out a specific ar­
rangement with the Vietnamese for granting independence in 5-30 
years, with the Vietnamese gradually assuming greater responsibil­
ity for government and defense. Such an arrangement, he added, 
could be under U.N. auspices, with the U.S. providing necessary fi­
nancial su pport .• 0 

Based on this and other reports, State's Policy Planning Staff 
prepared a memorandum on August 16, "United States Policy 
Toward Indochina in the Light of Recent Developments," in which 
it concluded, " ... the situation in Indochina is more serious than 
we have reckoned." ". . . it has been revealed that the French 
have no confidence in their ability to maintain a position should 
the Chinese Communists seriously go to the aid of the Viet Minh, 
either directly or indirectly." "The question inevitably arises: 'Can 
we then supply supplementary ground forces?' The answer, subject 
to check with the Defense Department, would seem to be in the 
negative." This being the case, " ... the only hope for a solution 
lies in the adoption of certain drastic political measures by the 
French themselves." After suggesting how this might be done, the 
memorandum concluded: "IT Paris does not feel that it can adopt a 
bolder political approach with respect to Indochina, we must recog­
nize that the French and we may well be heading into a debacle 
which neither of us can afford. For our part, it will become neces­
sary promptly to reexamine our policy toward Indochina."" 

At the same time, Charlton Ogburn. Jr., Policy Information Offi­
cer in the Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs. sent Rusk another of his 
expressive but thoughtful memos in which he lamented the behav­
ior of the French. ". . . it seems to me maddening that the French 
should remain so uninformed and irresponsible with regard to re­
alities in the Far East." French "folly" he said, had left the U.S. 
with "two ghastly courses of action in Indochina . . . 1. To wash 

H'FRUS, 1950, vol. V), pp. 845-848. For the survey group's afficia181.atenwnt of itli fIDrtin£s see 
pp. $.40-844. See also John F. Melby, "Memoir, Vietmun-1950," Diplomatic HiBtory. 6 rWinter 
1982), pp. 97-109 For military aspects. see Spector. pp. 111-115. 

!tFRUS. 1950. vol. VI. pp. 857-S58 
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our hands of the country and allow the Communists to overrun it, 
or, 2. To continue to pour treasure (and perhaps eventually lives) 
into a hopeless cause .... " 

Ogburn recommended that in addition to efforts to influence the 
French, the State Department should "begin to give the hostile 
Senators here in Washington an appreciation of the dilemma we 
have been thrust into .... " Noting that the Department had been 
telling the Foreign Relations Committee that the situation in Indo­
china was a "clear ease" of Communist aggression which was being 
met in a "hard-hitting, two fisted manner," Ogburn said, "This is 
all right in the short run, but is it not sowing the whirlwind?­
unless of course we intend when the time comes to commit Ameri­
can ground forces in Indochina and thus throw all Asia to the 
wolves along with the best chances the free world has?"" 

On September 11, 1950, Assistant Secretary Rusk prepared a 
memorandum for Secretary Acheson on "Possible Invasion of indo­
china," in which he reported, "All indications point to a probable 
communist offensive against Indochina in late September or early 
October." The only defense against such an attack, and against 
future Communist gains in Indochina, Rusk said, was the French 
Army. For this reason, it would not be desirable to ask the French 
to withdraw or even to establish a definite date of withdrawal from 
Indochina. Thus, he conclUded, the U.S. had no choice but to con­
tinue helping the French, even though, as he noted, this would con­
tinue to provoke charges of U.S. imperialism." 

The prediction proved to be quite accurate. During late Septem­
ber and October 1950 the Viet Minh conducted a broad offensive in 
the northern part of the country, and by October 19 had taken con­
trol of most of the area between Hanoi and the Chinese border. 
This was, according to the histories of the period, and in the words 
of one, the "greatest military defeat in France's colonial history."" 

While these reverses were taking place, U.s. policymakers were 
formulating a new position on Indochina, and on October 11 the in­
terdepartmental Southeast Asia Aid Policy Committee (a group 
from State, Defense, and the ECA, established in May 1950) circu­
lated a proposed State-Defense memorandum to the NSC. This 
memorandum, "Proposed Statement of U.S. Policy on Indo-China 
for NSC Consideration," made an even stronger ease for U.S. inter­
ests in Indochina than had been made in NSC 48 or NSC 64. "Firm 
non-Communist control of Indochina," it said, "is of critical, strate­
gic importance to U.S. national interests. The loss of Indochina to 
Communist forces would undoubtedly lead to the loss of Southeast 
Asia as stated in NSC 64." 

The paper recommended against the use of U.S. forces in indo­
china in the ease of "overt, foreign aggression"-meaning, of 
course, from China-Hin the present circumstances."" To provide 

Ulbld., pp. 862-864. 
UJbJd., pp. 878-&80. A similar prediction, based on the military findings of the joint State­

Defense sUI""o'ey mission, was made at the end of Augugt 1950 by the military's Joint Intelligence 
C'...ommittee. &!e Spector, A.dl'lc£ and Support,p. 125. 

HJOSiIeph Buttinger, Vietnam.· A Political Hialory (New York: Ptaeger, 1968), p. 32.5. 
"This, it .should be noted, was consistent with NSC 73/4, Aug. 25, 1950, "The P~ition and 

A¢ttons ill the enited States with Respect to Poasible Further Soviet Moves in the Light of the 
Korean Situation," FRUS. 1950. vol. 1. p. 389. 
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for such a contingency. however, as well as to make plans for 
united action in the event of increased internal Communist mili­
tary activity, the Joint Staff should be authorized. the paper stated, 
to make plans with the French and British to defend Indochina 
from internal or external attack. In addition. the U.S. should take 
steps to promote the development of national armies in each of the 
Associated States in order that they could become capable of self­
defense, thus allowing the French to withdraw and to strengthen 
NATO. Finally, the paper emphasized the need to continue press­
ing the French to give greater independence to Indochina" 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, however, were in favor of a stronger 
position. In a preliminary response to the memorandum of the 
Southeast Asia Aid Policy Committee they advised "that the situa­
tion in Indochina is to be viewed with alarm and that urgent and 
drastic action is required by the French if they are to avoid mili­
tary defea t." '" 

The Chiefs were even considering the possible use of U.S. ground 
forces in Indochina, based on a memorandum on October 18 from 
Gen. J. Lawtcn Collins, U.S. Army Chief of Staff, who proposed 
that, as a last resort, and under certain conditions, the U.S. should 
consider using such forces in Indochina to prevent the Communists 
from taking the area.> 8 

Unfortunately, in addition to the fact that the Collins memo has 
never been published, the record provides no indication of reaction 
to proposals for the possible use of U.S. forces in Indochina with 
the exception of a memorandum on October 13, 1950, from Ken­
neth T. Young, Far Eastern Adviser in the Office of Foreign Mili­
tary Affairs in the Department of Defense (and in later years U.S. 
Ambassador to Thailand) to Maj. Gen. Harry J. Maloney, the De­
partment's representative on the Southeast Asia Aid Policy Com­
mittee." According to Young, " ... the French are trying toe 
little, toe late, and not very hard. They have shown no vigorous 
leadership nor enlightened capacity." "The French Government in 
Paris has not yet been stunned into forthright and vigorous 
action," he added. "It is my impression that the U.S. Government 
has not yet spoken freely and bluntly to the French regarding 
Indochina." 

Commenting on the proposed NSC paper on Indochina policy, 
Young said that it was "weak from the political side." "In the 
drafting stage," he said, "the Defense representatives argued for a 
strong. hard-hitting policy on political and economic concessions. 
The State Department representatives flatly refused and continued 

UFRUs.. 1950\ vol. VI, pp. 888-890. 
'"tOuring- eorullderatjon in July and August 1950 of NSC 73/4 the ChLefs bed taken the posi· 

tion that if the Chineee provided overt military ~oe to the Viet Minh. t.hl! U-S should, 
wnong ethel" thing&. CONndei' ~ air and naval asaistance to the French. See the JCS 
memo in pp, Gravel ell, vol. L pp. 373-374. The)' alao recommended that if the Chinese oYenly 
attacked Indochina. the C.S. should formally mobilize to the extent necessary. This proposal had 
not been accepted hyother departments, however. and had not be<*n included in the NSC polk? 
paper. Mot"eQVer. NSC 73/4 had avoided any reference to t: S. policy in lhe event of covert Chi· 
nee.e aaaistance to the Viet Minh. tXlOCI!'ntntting entirety Oll the q\lE1ltion of enema.! ~on. 

"'ne conditioM were that such action should not endangeT the U.S. strategic position in the 
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members of the UN. See Stephen Jurika. Jr. iedJ. From hari Harbor to Vu-tnam. The MrMt)ull 
of Admtral Arthur W Rad/oro lPalo Alto: Hoover In¥titution ~ Stanford UniversIty. 19801. 
p.341 See also Spector, Adn.ce and Support. p. 129. 

uSee PP, DOD e<f .• bouk 8, pp. 369-370 
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to refuse tn consider Indochina in that manner." Young argued 
that rather than accepting State's position, Defense should argue 
for making U.s. military aid conditional on French moves toward 
political concessions in Indochina. 

The lack of French leadership, Young said, "leads to a number of 
implacable principles regarding U.s. policy on Indochina." He de­
scribed these as follows: 

We must avoid, at all costs, the commitment of U.s. armed 
forces, even in a token or small scale fashion, for combat oper­
ations. Such a commitment would lead the French tn shake off 
responsibilities and show even less initiative in Indochina. 
There are too many undone things to even consider such a 
commitment at this stage. And, even as a last resort, there 
would be serious objections to such a commitment from the 
U.S. point of view. U.S. officials must be on guard against 
French attempts to pressure or panic us into some sort of a 
commitment. Failing to get a satisfactory statement from the 
U.S., the French. over the next few months, may try a little 
psychological warfare on us. They may speak hopelessly of a 
coming Dunkirk. They may intimate the necessity ro come to 
an understanding with the Chinese Communists. They may 
threaten to throw the problem into the United Nations. either 
in a political or a military way. The best defense against such 
tactics will be ro make the French pull themselves up by their 
own efforts. 

Before giving their final response ro the Southeast Asia Aid 
Policy Committee's memorandum the Joint Chiefs waited for a 
report from Brig. Gen. Francis G. Brink, Commander of the U.S. 
military assistance mission in Vietnam, and by the time this had 
been received the Chinese had entered the Korean war. As a conse­
quence, the JCS position. as stated in its memorandum of Novem­
ber 28, 1950. on "Possible Future Action in Indochina," did not rec­
ommend the use of U.S. forcesso In fact, it recommended that the 
U.S. take every poesible action short of using U.S. forces. even to 
the point of seeking to prevent a situation in which the U.S. could 
be compelled ro join a U.N.-sponsored military action in Indochina 
similar to that in Korea. In the case of overt Chinese aggression 
agsinst Indochina, the JCS recommended that in order to avoid a 
general war with China the U.S. should not commit its armed 
forces. but should, along with the British, support the French and 
the Associated States "by all means short of the actual deployment 
of United States military forces." 

The JCS memo did not specifically discuss the question of using 
U.S. forces to help the French contain the Viet Minh in the ab­
sence of a Chinese attack, but this subject was addressed directly 
by the Pentagon's Joint Strategic Survey Committee in a memo­
randum on November 17. 1950 for the JCS, that was attached ro 
the Chiefs November 28 memorandum. and on which the JCS 
memo was based."' The answer, according ro that group, was that 
the U.S. should not "commit its military forces ro Indochina in 

GOFor the w:u of the memo ace FRus. 1950, \rot VI, PP< 945··948 
~ , For the teJ;t &ee 1t1!d .. pp. 949-953. 
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order to assist the French in restoring internal security," for the 
following reasons: 

a. Involvement of United States forces against Viet Minh 
forces would be likely to lead to war with Communist China; 

h. A general war with Communist China would, in all proba­
bility, have to be taken as a prelude to global war; 

c. Our major enemy in a global war would be the USSR; 
d. Our primary theater in the event of a global war would, in 

all probability, be Western Europe; and 
e. The forces of the Western Powers are insufficient to wage 

war on the mainland of Asia and at the same time accomplish 
the predetermined Allied objectives in Europe. 

"While minor commitments of United States military forces 
might be sufficient to defeat the Viet Minh in Indochina," the Stra­
tegic Survey Committee added, in a farsighted comment, "it is 
more probable that such commitments would lead to a major in­
volvement of the United States in that area similar to that in 
Korea or even to global war. Accordingly, there would be great p0-
tential danger to the security interests of the United States in the 
commitment of any 'token' or 'minor' United States forces in Ind()­
china. tI 

This was the conclusion of the Strategic Survey Committee's 
memorandum: 

It appears that, in view of the unrest in Southeast Asia gen­
erally and in Indochina specifically. any military victory in 
Indochina over the communists would be temporary in nature. 
The long-term solution to the unrest in Indochina lies in 
sweeping political and economic concessions by France and in 
the ultimate self-government of the three Associated States 
within the French Union or their complete independence of 
France. From the viewpoint of the United States, pressure on 
France to provide the much needed leadership to initiate these 
reforms and to grant self-government will prove less expensive 
in United States lives and national treasure than military com­
mitments by us.·, 

Based on this advice, the JCS recommended primarily a political 
solution to the problem. ". . . the fundamental causes of the dete­
rioration in the Indochinese security situation," the November 28 
JCS memo said, "lie in the lack of will and determination on the 
part of the indigenous people of Indochina to join wholeheartedly 
with the French in resisting communism. The Joint Chiefs of Staff 
consider that, without popular support of the Indochinese people, 
the French will never achieve a favorable long-range military set­
tlement of the security problem of Indochina." For this reason, it 
was essential, the JCS said, for U.s. military assistance to be based 
on "assurances" by the French that they would develop an ade­
quate program of self-government for Indochina, that they would 
organize national armies "as a matter of urgency," and that mean­
while they would send more forces to Indochina to prevent further 

~ IFor the record, it should be noted that the members or the Joint Strategic Survey Commit· 
tee at the time- thm t~htful report was prepa~ were, from the Army: Maj. Gen. ~1 T. 
Maddocks; from the Navy, Rear Adm. T. H. Robbins. Jr.; and from the All' 'foree, Maj. Gen 
'Thom88 D. White. 
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Communist military gains. Finally, the memo stated, France must 
assure the U.S. that it would "change its political and military con­
cepts in Indochina w: 

"i. Eliminate its policy of 'colonialism.' 
"ii. Provide proper tutelage w the Associated States. 
"iii. Insure that a suitable military command structure, unham­

pered by political interference, is established w conduct effective 
and appropriate military operations." 

The entry in force of the Chinese inw the Korean war during the 
last part of November, together with continuing advances by Com­
munist forces in Vietnam, created such doubts about U.S. Indo­
china policy that one leading State Department official suggested 
that the U.S. Government might be "wrong" in the approach it 
was taking. John Obly, Deputy Director of the Mutual Defense AIr 
sistance Program, expressed his concern on November 20, 1950, in 
a long memorandum, "ReappraiaaJ of U.S. Policy with Respect w 
Indochina."" Obly said that the military assistance program 
planned for Indochina would "seriously affect" such programs in 
other countries, and that "We have reached a point where the 
United States because of limitations in resources, can no longer si­
rnultaneou.sly pursue all of its objectives in all parts of the world 
and mu.st realistically face the fact that certain objectives, even 
though they may be extremely valuable and important ones, may 
have w be abandoned if others of even greater value and impor­
tance are w be attained." 

This was Ohly's conclusion: 
. . . the demands on the U.S. for Indochina are increasing 

almost dsily and ... , sometimes imperceptibly, by one step 
after another, we are gradually increasing our stake in the 
outcome of the struggle there. We are, moreover, slowly (and 
not too slowly) getting ourselves inw a position where our re­
sponsibilities tend w supplant rather than complement those 
of the French. and where failures are attributed w us as 
though we were the primary party at fault and in interest. We 
may be on the road w being a scapegoat, and we are certainly 
dangerously close w the point of being so deeply committed 
that we may fmd ourselves committed even w direct interven­
tion. These situations, unfortunately, have a way of snowbaJl-
ing. 

According w Secretary of State Acheson, the reci,eient of the 
memo, Ohiy's prediction was a "perceptive warning." 'The dangers 
w which he pointed," Acheson said in his memoirs, "took more 
than a decade w materialize, but materialize they did."·' 

6'The memorandum. edited to a aborter lencth. is in FRUS, 19$0. '\>01. VI, pp, 925-930, 
"'PMt.e"t at lhe Cn!atitm, p.614, 
ObI,s: advice W88 rejected by Livinpton T, Merehant. Deputy AEistant Secretary (FE), in a 

memorandum to Dean RuB. tAari8taot Seereta.ry m. on January 11. 1951. in wWeb Mertbant 
Mid, among other thingJJ. ", .. the Joint Chiefs of Sta« ar1! the proper arbiters of the military 
~ of the program and have in fact reeolved it by appt'O"I'iDg an upended aid program tor 
Indochina.. " .. I aee no point tn reopening the debate or even in trouhl.ing lJw Secretary about 
it:' Quoted by Spector, AdvUv and Support, p. 131, who edda: "'Merchant's note, in effect. left lO 
the mili~ the eaeentially political question of whether there should be aid for Indochina and 
bow much it.abould be," 
- 'J:"be.re is no available inform.atilln on Rusk's position. but he probably took Merchant.'s advice.. 
and truly not even have I;IIent Ohly's memo to Acberloo. For RuN.'s position t.ha~=.::r ....... 
anee for 1ndochlna W88 f!88enti.al. 8eIe his memorandum of January 31. 1951.' below, 



85 

Acheson, however, on the assumption that the "immediate situa­
tion appeared to take a turn for the better," said he decided that 
"having put Our hand to the plow, we would not look back." Thus, 
by the end of the year the U.S. made additional commitments to 
assist the French and the Associated States. In a token gesture, 
probably as a matter of political "exchange," the French agreed on 
December 8, 1950, to establish a Vietnamese national army. This 
was followed on December 18 by a French request to the U.S. for 
equipment for the army, which was followed on December 23 by a 
U.S. bilateral mutual defense assistance agreement with the 
French and each of the Associated States. 

These political developments were viewed in the State Depart­
ment as representing the "near satisfaction of our political efforts" 
with the French.6 ' But at that point the possibility of a Chinese 
invasion of Indochina appeared imminent, and there was consider­
able doubt that Indochina could be "saved." A CIA intelligence es­
timate on December 29, 1950, called the French position in Ind<r 
china "precarious," and said that unless this position improved 
substantially, the Viet Minh, even in the absence of a Chinese in­
vasion, could drive the French out of the northern part of Vietnam 
(Tonkin) in 6 to 9 months. 6. 

Congress ProvUks Additwnal A id for Indochina 
There was additional congressional action on legislation for Ind<r 

china during the period after the Korean invasion. It will be re­
called that in May 1950 Congress approved the Foreign Economic 
Assistance Act authorizing the continuation of economic assistance 
to the "general area of China," as well as establishing the point 4 
program under which the U.S. could provide assistance to Ind<r 
china aimed at promoting political stability. Passage of the 1950 
amendments to the Mutual Defense Assistance Act of 1949, which 
provided military assistance for Indochina, followed in July, after 
the Korean invasion. 

In the new mutual defense law, most of the provisions of the old 
law remained in effect, including the section advocating the devel­
opment of a Pacific pact. The new law authorized $75 million in 
military assistance for the "general area of China," but rather 
than permitting the entire amount to be used by the President at 
his discretion without vouchers, the new law permitted him to 
spend up to $35 million in that fashion. It was also provided, that 
except for $7.5 million that would be allocated for additional CIA 
activity, these expenditures were to be reported to the foreign 
policy committees and the armed services committees. This change 
was made at the insistence of various members, led by Senator 
Knowland. who argued that it was "good public policy" for Con­
gress to know where and for what purpose the money was being 
spent" 7 

Because of Korea, there was exceptionally strong support for the 
bill. It passed the Senate unanimously and with only one negative 

e~FRT/s. 1950. voL \1. p. 95, 
Ulbui, p. 959. 
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vote in the House. There was perfunctory debate and there were 
few amendments. The only note of dissatisfaction was sounded in 
the House, where the sponsors of the Pacific Pact, including 
Fulton, Javits, and Judd, were critical of the failure of the adminis­
tration to implement that provision of the 1949 law.'· 

Representative Judd, in particular, was encouraged by the U.S. 
response to the Korean invasion. In a long and very thoughtful 
analysis of the situation in Asia, he said that in Asia the doctrine 
of containing communism finally was being given "a chance to suc­
ceed because, for the first time, we are to try it." He and others 
who had been advocating the use in Asia of techniques employed in 
Greece were also encouraged that the administration had "at last" 
decided to employ these techniques in Asian countries faced with 
Communist insurgencies. 

In August 1950. the administration sent to Congress a supple­
mental request for military assistance, of which $303 million was 
to be used for the Philippines and other countries, including Ind<>­
china, in the area of Southeast Asia. This, too, was passed almost 
unanimously and without significant changes or debate, as were all 
of the appropriations bills providing funds for U.S. operations in 
Southeast Asia. 

Developments in Indcchina During 1951 as the U.S. Becomes MON! 
Involved 

By late 1950. the United States was faced with a growing number 
of foreign policy problems in addition to the setbacks suffered in 
the Korean war. Communist insurgencies were threatening est;ah. 
lished governments in the Philippines, Burma. Malaya and Indone­
sia, and Iran was on the verge of political changes that it was 
feared could be successfully exploited by the Communists. While at­
tempting to rearm as quickly as possible in order to prevent or 
block expansionist moves by the Russians or the Chinese, U.S. pol­
icymakers were increasingly concerned about changes in the bal­
ance of power which might result from Communist gains in some 
of these colonial or former colonial territories, especially in South­
east Asia. There continued to be particular concern about Ind<>­
china. where there was a brief improvement in the French position 
in Indochina during the first half of 1951 when French Union 
forces, under the leadership of General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny 
(who had been appointed in December 1950 as both military com­
mander and political high commissioner). succeeded in preventing 
further advances by the Communists." But this was only tempo­
rary, and French forces were soon on the defensive again. (De 
Lattre, who died of cancer in January 1952, was replaced late in 
1951 by Gen. Raoul Salan, who was replaced in May 1953 by Gen. 
Henri-Eugene Navarre.) 

During 1951 the French also sought to improve their position in 
Washington, culminating in General de Lattre's personal visit in 
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September to appeal for greater assistance. The reaction of the 
U.S. was to agree to increased military and economic aid. but to 
resist French and British suggestions for a joint command in the 
area. as well as French requests for direct budgetary support to 
help pay for the cost of the war. 

As Adm. Arthur W. Radford observed, the French. as well as the 
British. "wanted the United States to be more deeply committed to 
the defense of the area than our policies would allow."70 U.S. pol­
icymakers were greatly concerned about the possibility that the 
Communists were preparing to strike in other parta of the world, 
especially in Europe, and of the need to maintain the military 
strength necessary to meet such an attack. In addition, of course, 
the military situation in Korea. although somewhat more favorable 
by the end of January 1951, required such a major commitment by 
the United States that a stronger U.S. military role in Indochina of 
the kind that had been considered in September.october 1950 was 
now precluded. " ... Chinese intervention in Korea," as Radford 
said, "had placed such heavy demands on American fIghting 
strength that the JCS could visualize no practical means of assist­
ing Indochina other than increasing the flow of supplies in the 
event of emergency." 

The French and British also wanted to hold a tripartite military 
staff conference in the spring of 1951. pursuant to Secretary Ach­
eson's suggestion at the September 1950 Foreign Ministers meet­
ing. but the U.S. balked. "Both the British and the French," Rad­
ford commented, "had reason to think that we were trying to avoid 
really serious discussion. which was true."" 

In a memorandum on January 10. 1951. the JCS recommended 
against holding the talks. but said they recognized that political 
considerations might be overriding.72 They made this recommenda­
tion based on the following conclusions: 

a. The United States should not permit its military forces to 
become engaged in French Indochina at this time. and 

b. In the event of a communist invasion of Indochina. the 
United States should under current circumstances limit its 
support of the French there to an acceleration and expansion 
of the present military assistance program. together with 
taking other appropriate action to deny Indochina to commu­
nism. short of the actual employment of military forces. 

The three-power military staff conference was held in Singapore in 
May 1951. but the United States participated reluctantly. 

Although the U.S. was not in a position to playa more active 
military role in Indochina. American political and security inter­
ests remained constant. U.S. officials still considered Indochina 
vital to the security of Southeast Asia, and continued to take the 
position that the fall of Indochina would result in Communist con­
trol of all of Southeast Asia. which in turn would have very serious 
consequences for the United States and its allies. A memorandum 
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on January 31, 1951, from Assistant Secretary of State Rusk, for 
example, declared that military 8B8istance for Indochina was essen­
tial because "It is generally acknowledged that if Indochina were 
to fall under control of the Communista, Burma and Thailand 
would follow suit almost immediately. Thereafter, it would be diffi­
cult, if not impossible for Indonesia, India and the others to remain 
outaide the Soviet-<Iominated Asian bloc. Therefore, the State De­
partment's policy in Indochina takes on particular importance for, 
in a sense, it is the keystone of our policy in the rest of Southeast 
Asia. . . . In sum, to neglect to pursue our present COurtle to the 
utmost of our ability would be disastrous to our interesta in Indo­
china, and. consequently, in the rest of Southeast Asia."" 

It is interesting to note a portion of General Eisenhower's entry 
in his private diary for March 17, 1951 (Eisenhower was then 
NATO Supreme ('"ommander), in which he expressed support for 
the "domino theory" and for defending Indochina. but questioned 
whether there could be a military "victory" in that area:1< 

General de Lattre is to be here in a few minutes (at 8:45 
A.M.J to see me reference his request for reinforcement for 
Indochina: the French have a knotty problem on that one-the 
campalgn out there is a dralning sore in their side. Yet if they 
quit and Indochina falls to Commies. it is easily possible that 
the entire Southeast Asia and Indonesia will go, soon to be fol­
lowed by India. That prospect makes the whole problem one of 
interest to us all. I'd favor reinforcement to get the thing oVer 
at once; but I'm convinced that no military victory is possible 
in that kind of theater. Even if Indochina were completely 
cleared of Communista, right across the border is China with 
inexhaustible manpower. 

The approval on May 17, 1951, of NSC 48/5, an updated version 
of the original 48/2,7' reflected the consensus among policymakers 
in Washington that the U.S., while continuing to maintain vital p0-
litical interesta in Indochina. and while committed to preventing 
the Communista from controlling Southeast Asia, was not in a posi­
tion militarily to prevent this from happening if the Chinese were 
to invade the area. As the accompanying NSC staff study stated, 
". . . in the event of overt Chinese aggression, it is not now in the 
over-all security interesta of the United States to commit any 
United States armed forces to the defense of the m.ainla.nd states of 
Southeast Asia. Therefore, the United States cannot guarantee the 
denial of Southeast Asia to communism."" 

Barred from playing a more active military role, the United 
States continued playing ita political role. The "political picture" in 
Vietnam, however, was "quite gloomy" accorcll.mr to the ranking 
U.S. representative in Indochina. Minister D(malo R. Heath. In a 
meeting in Washington of the Southeast Asia Aid Policy Commit­
tee on February 7, 1951, Heath said that although the general out­
look in Indochina was "much brighter, . . . the situation needed a 
Churchill at this juncture and that Bao Dai, while far from being 
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idle, was certainly no Churchill."" In a cable on February 24, 
Heath declared: "Fact is that Ho Chi Minh is the only Viet who 
enjoys any measure of national prestige." He added: "Far after bini 
would come Ngo Dinh Diem, the Catholic leader now in US. In talk 
in Paris [Ikon] Pignon told me that he had come to conclusion only 
solution would be for Bao Dai to entrust formation of government 
to Diem .... 1178 

Ngo Dinh Diem was an obscure figure to the Americans, except 
for the few who knew Vietnam, but under U. S. sponsorship he was 
to play the leading political role in South Vietnam from 1954 until 
his !lS8ll88ination in 1963. He became the U.S. Government's choice 
for President of South Vietnam in 1954, and was put in office by 
the U.S. over the opposition of the French. He was deposed and 
killed in 1963 by Vietnamese military officers, after the United 
States decided he had to be replaced. Many leading U.S. Govern­
ment officials of the 19608 still believe that, at best, the deposing of 
Diem was the most grievous political mistake of the entire war, 
and that, at worst, it foredoomed subsequent U.S. efforts to defend 
that country. 

Diem had first appeared on the American scene in the summer 
of 1950 when he and his brother, Monsignor Ngo Dinh TImc, 
Catholic Bishop of Vinh Long, arrived in the United States for a 
visit. They were preceded by a cable to Washington on June 23, 
1950 from Edmund A. Gullion, U.S. Consul General in Saigon, re­
porting that they were botb nationalists and notorious political 
"fence sitters." Gullion summarized a discuasion he had with the 
Bishop about the situation in Vietnam:'· 

The Bishop said he felt ):K9rimistic. He believes things can go 
on indefinitely as at present, with each side shooting at the 
other with no solution. 

"What support does Prime Minister [Tran Van] Huu's gov­
ernment have?" queried the Bishop. "Huu relies on His Majes­
ty," said Monsignor in reply to his own question. "And what 
support does His Majesty have? Bao Dai relies on French bay<>­
nets." The Bishop declared there was no public opinion behind 
this government. He said the French should, in his opinion, 
give Viet-Nam its independence. The country has very little in­
dependence now. Bao Dai needs to have an ideal for which to 
figbt. 

The Bishop added that "he deplored that American aid wonld be 
regarded by his people merely as help to the French Colonialists. 
Mr. Gullion emphasized in reply that the aid would really reach 
and benefit the people. The Bishop countered that it would still be 
regarded as Colonialist. In his opinion, the United States should 
have applied pressure to alter French political alms." 

Gullion also noted that the Bishop said be wanted to acquaint 
himself with America, and that he had met Cardinal Spellman 
(Francis Cardinal Spellman, Archbishop of New York) when the 
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Cardinal was passin~ through Saigon, This connection was to 
become a key to Diem s future U,S, support, 

In addition to his brother's having met Cardinal Spellman, Diem, 
while visiting Japan, had met a young American college faculty 
member, Wesley R. Fishel, (at the time of their meeting Fishel 
worked for or with the CIA), and it was Fishel who is said to have 
persuaded him to come to the United States, Moreover, the trip ap­
parently was sponsored by Fishel's university, Michigan State, a 
connection that also became significant, 

After arriving in the United States, Diem and his brother met at 
the State Department on September 21, 1950, with William S, B. 
Lacy, Director of the Office of Philippine and Southeast Asian Af­
fairs, Lacy then cabled a report to the U ,S, legation in Saigon in 
which he said that the two men had continued to decry French 
domination of their country,80 "Bishop," Lacy said, "made clear 
that he felt more strongly about presence Fr than he did Viet Com­
mies," and that under the existing circumstances his brother would 
be destroyed in a few months if he agreed to become Premier 
under Bao Dai, rBao Dai had been attempting to get Diem to take 
this or some other post in the government.) This was Lacy's conclu­
sion about Ngo Dinh Diem: 

Ngo fitted mOre into mould of present-day Vietnamese politi­
cian, steeped in oriental intrigue and concerned equally if not 
more, we suspect, with furthering his Own personal ambitions 
than solving complex problems facing his country today, Like 
other prominent Vietnamese ' , , Diem is ever prepared to de­
liver endless dissertations on the errors of the past and the 
hopelessness of the present but is either incapable or unwilling 
offer any constructive solution to current dilemma other than 
vague and defamatory refs to Fr and implications that only US 
can solve problem, thru him to be sure, Dept officers reiterated 
view that Vietnam's problems wid be solved only by Vietnam­
ese, that West cld help, but that burden of solution rests with 
Viets, 

F..arly in 1951, Diem, who had taken up residence at a Catholic 
Maryknoll seminary in New Jersey, met again with State Depart­
ment officials, Washingt<.ln cabled Saigon a brief report on the 
meeting, saying that Diem had sen t word to Bao Dai that "in the 
face of the crisis facing his country at present he wid be willing: to 
become PriMin [Prime Minister 1 and form a new govt providing 
that Bao Dai gave more auth to the Fed Govt and ceased b~ing 
it in favor of 'governing thTU the three provincial govs, Diem 
"spoke with much more balance than heretofore," the cable added, 
He was more aware of the Chinese threat, and less hostile to the 
French·' 

Gullion cabled back from Saigon that "Ngo Dinh Diem's willing­
ness to serve is interesting and encouraging sign of evolution of at­
titude of sectarian fence sitters," Catholic participation in the gov­
ernment would be helpful, he said, but "they should not lead it at 
this stage," If, he added, in a comment suggestive of future prob­
lems, Bao Dai "were to be dumped or shunted out of the way with 
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French cooperation and a show of American involvement, the 
result might be a boomerang and we would look like the pup­
peteers we are alleged to be."8' 

Despite his apparent awareness, in this instance, of the problems 
that could result from U.S. political intervention in Indochina, and 
despite his initial opposition to "rocking the boat" when he was as­
signed to Vietnam in the summer of 1950, Gullion was becoming 
an exponent of greater intervention. Together with his principal 
ally, Robert BlUm, a CIA agent who was head of the U.S. foreign aid 
mission in Indochina, he decided that in order to satisfy indigenous 
demands for political independence, and thus undercut support for 
the Communists. the U.S. should apply greater pressure on the 
French while also supporting the Indochmese directly. (Gullion also 
soon gained an ally in the U.S. Senate in the person of John F. 
Kennedy.llt was this emphasis on direct U.S. assistance that earned 
Blum the title of the "most dangerous man in Indochina," conferred 
by de Lattre, but the honor should have been shared by Gullion. and 
reportedly by many others in the U.S. legation in Saigon"' 

U.S. Minister Heath was known to be less of an interventionist 
than Gullion or Blum, which is certainly attributable in part to the 
fact that he was the person primarily responsible for dealing with 
the French and the Vietnamese officials. But Heath himself also 
felt that the U.S. should play a more active political role in Indo. 
china. Although he had few good things to say about Vietnamese 
Government officials, ("The Chief of State has yet to exhibit sus­
tained energy Or the know·how of leadership, its cabinet lacks stat­
ure. color. and broad representativeness; its administrators are gen· 
erally inexperienced and frequently venal"), he recommended that 
the U.S. "sell" Bao Dai to the public of Vietnam. "Viets must be 
coached by American technicians," he said, "in giving Viet govern­
ment 'new look'; uniforms, stamps. seals, government forms, street 
signs, money, etc. As long as Bao Dai is our candidate he must be 
ingeniously 'sold' -an American advisor should be stationed with 
him,"S4 

In his memoirs Admiral Radford described this period as one in 
which "our responsibilities tended to supplant rather than comple­
ment those of the French. We could become a scapegoat for the 
French and be seduced into direct intervention ... •• 

Thus. during 1951 the United States became increasingly in­
volved in the internal affairs of Indochina, especially Vietnam. 
This was done with the best of intentions. The reasoning was that 
if the U.S. became too closely associated with the French it would 
be rejected by the Vietnamese as being colonialist. This was ex-
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