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LETIER OF SUBMITIAL 

Hon. CHARLES H. PERCY, 
• Chairman, Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, 

Washington, D.G. 

• 

DEAR MR. CHAIRMAN: In response w the request of the Commit­
tee on Foreign Relations for an in-depth analysis of the role of the 
committee, the Senate, and Congress as a whole in the Vietnam 
war, including m~or decisions of the Executive and the relation­
ships between the two branches, I am transmitting Part I of a four­
part study of this subject, covering the period 1945-61. Part n will 
deal with 1961-65, Part m with 1965-69, and Part fV with 1969-75. 

This study is being prepared by Dr. William Conrad Gibbons, 
Specialist in U.S. Foreign Policy in the Foreign Affairs and Nation­
al Defense Division. 

Sincerely, 
GILBERT GUDE, Director. 
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FOREWORD 

For most Americans, the Vietnam war was a national tragedy, 
and for many it was also an intense personal tragedy. Beginning in 
1945 as a revolution against France, it eventually became a war 
against Communist control of state of Indochina. Before it ended, 
5'h million American military personnel and thousands of Ameri­
can civilians had served in the area; 58,000 Americans had been 
killed, and more than 150,000 were wounded and hospitalized. War 
deaths from both sides amounted to at least 1,300,000 for the period 
between 1965 and 1975, approximately 45 percent of which were 
noncombatant civilians. Almost as many deaths, most of them civil­
ians, were said to have occurred during the period 1945-54. 

Sometimes called America's "longest war," it was also one of the 
most expensive in our history. costing an estimated $150 billion in 
direct expenses, and probably more than $500 billion in total costs, 
which is an amount nearly equal to the size of our national debt in 
today's currency. 

The Vietnam war had a profound effect on America. It helped to 
unravel a general foreign policy consensus, alienate many young 
people, and create doubt about the viability of our government's 
policies. In its wake, new divisions emerged between Congress and 
the Executive, making it more difficult to reestablish the coopera­
tion, trust, and continuity needed to fashion an effective bipartisan 
foreign policy. 

Thus, by any standard, the Vietnam war represented an enor­
mous commitment, and a grievous loss. 

The Congress of the United States shares with the Executive the 
responsibility for decisions that led to our involvement in the Viet­
nam war and for approving the personnel and funds it required. 
Only by examining those decisions can we gain from this bitter ex­
perience the full understanding needed to act more wisely in the 
future. 

It has been with this goal in mind that the Committee on For­
eign Relations under the chairmanship of Senator John Sparkman 
asked the Congressional Research Service to conduct an in-depth 
study of the roles and relationships of Congress and the Executive 
in the Vietnam war. 

The material and fmdings contained herein are the work of the 
Congressional Research Service, and do not necessarily represent 
the views of the Committee or its present or past members. 

April 15, 1983. 
CHA.tu.Es H. PEaev 

Chairman, Committee on Foreign Relations. 
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PREFACE 

This study seeks to describe and to analyze the course of U.S. 
public policymaking during the 30 years of the Vietnam war, be. 
ginning with the present volume (Part I) on the 1945-61 period. It 
does not seek to judge or to assess responsibility, but it does at­
tempt to locate responsibility, to describe roles, and to indicate why 
and how decisions were made. 

The study is nonpolitical and nonpartisan, as all products of the 
Congressional Research Service (CRS) are required to be. Occasion­
al references in the text to "liberal" or "conservative," as well as 
to Hintemationalist" or "nationalist," Hinterventionist" or (jnonin­
terventionist," or the use of such adjectives as "influential" or 
"powerful" to denote relative influence Or power, are intended to 
be guides to understanding rather than political labels. 

A project of this size and scope requires the cOOperation of many 
people. At the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, strong sup­
port has heen provided by Chairman Charles Percy and by former 
Chairmen John Sparkman and Frank Church; by Staff Director 
Scott Cohen. and former Staff Directors Pat Holt, Norvill Jones, 
William Bader and Edward Sanders. Editor Jerry Ehrenfreund was 
very helpful in preparing the study for printing. 

CRS and the author also want to express deep appreciation to 
those ~hed former officials of the executive and legislative 
branches who were chosen to represent the various faceta of gov­
ernment involved in the making of U.S. policy toward Vietnam, 
and who have read and commented on some or all of Part I: Robert 
R. Bowie, William P. Bundy, Andrew Goodpaster, U. Alexis John­
son, and Edward G. Lansdale from the Executive; Francis Wilcox 
(who was subsequently in the Executive) and Carl Marcy (previous­
ly in the Executive) from the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 
and Boyd Crawford from the House Foreign Affairs Committee. 

We also want to thank the many persons who are participating 
in this project through their oral histories. Material (rom some of 
these appear herein. 

In the Congressional Research Service, Director Gilbert Gude 
and members of his staff have provided the support needed for 
such a large research project. Director Gude was a Member of the 
U.S. House of Representatives at the time of growing congressional 
involvement in the war, and his personal interest and encourage­
ment have been very benefIcial. 

On the CRS director's staff, James Robinson, the Coordinator of 
Review, and James Price, the Coordinator of Automated Informa­
tion Services, and his assistant, Robert Nickel, have been especially 
helpful. Mr. Robinson, an Asian analyst before becoming responsi­
ble for review, made a number of excellent suggestions for 
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strengthening the manuscript, Mr. Price, a former national defense 
analyst, encouraged and gave technical support to the interviews. 
Suaan Finsen, the Coordinator of Management and Administrative 
Services, Beatrice Jones, Edgar Glick, Jeanne Hamilton and others 
have been most cooperative. 

In the Foreign Affairs and National Defense Division of CRS, the 
author particularly wants to thank the Chief, Dr. Stanley Hegin­
botham, as well as Dr. Joel Woldman, the section head primarily 
responsible for supervision of the project, and his successor, Robert 
Goldich, as well as Alva Bowen and Hugh Wolff at an earlier time, 
for making the study possible, and for their outstanding contribu. 
tion to the success of the project. Administrative support was also 
provided throughout by Irene Lecourt, Phyllis Fitzgerald, and Dale 
Shirachi. The division's library staff has also been very helpful, es­
pecially Ida Eustis, Carolyn Hatcher, and C. Winaton Woodland, as 
well as Cheryl Mobley. Valuable research assistance in preparing 
Part I was provided by interns Vanesa Lide of Cornell University 
and Connie Skowronski of Lawrence University, under the supervi­
sion of Warren Lenhart. 

Patricia L. McAdams, an attorney and former CRa employee, 
was the person principally associated with the preparation of the 
research materials, the preliminary drafting of some chapters, and 
the conduct of the interviews, Her excellent work and loyal colJabo. 
ration have been vital to the success of the project. Dr. Anna 
Nelson, a historian on the faculty of George Wasbington U niversi­
ty, also provided valuable assistance with the interviews and the 
archival research while working on contract with CRS. The author 
also thanks his friend, Dr. Robert Klaus, Executive Director, nli­
nois Humanities Council, for his encouragement and his careful 
review of Part 1. 

The study is being written while the author is Visiting Professor 
of Government at George Mason University (the state university 
for northern Virginia) under the Intergovernmental Personnel Act. 
The excellent Chair of the Public Affairs Department, Dr. Robert 
P. Clark, Jr., was responsible for this arrangement, and he and 
others on the faculty and in the administration of the university 
have provided exceptionally strong support. 

Others from the university whoee interest and contributions are 
appreciated include graduate assistants Robert Olson, who helped 
organize the research materials; Suaan Ragland, who helped with 
the research; and Candace Brinkley, now a member of the faculty, 
who began transcribing the interviews. 

The unstinting help and encouragement of Anne Bonanno, who 
transcribed most of the interviews, and has been responsible for 
typing, proofing and coding the text, as well as compiling the index 
and performing ail other tasks involved in preparing the manu­
script for publication, have been indispensable. No other person de­
serves more credit for assisting with completion of the present 
volume. Others at the George Mason University Word Processing 
Center have been very helpful, especially Donna Austin.Hodges, 
Director, Bonnie Ziegler, Virginia Berry and Charlotte Slater. as 
well as Byron Peters of the Academic Computing Services. 

For assistance with archival materials for Part I of the study we 
thank John Wickman, Director, and the Eisenhower Library staff, 
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especially archivist David Haight; Dr, John Glennon, General 
Editor of the Foreign RelatiollB Series, Office of the Historian, De­
partment of State; Nancy Bressler, Curator of Public Affairs 
Papers, Seeley G, Mudd Manuscript Library, Princeton University; 
Sheryl Vogt. Head of the Richard B. Russell Library, University Li­
braries, University of Georgia; and the staff of the Legislative 
Records Division at the National Archives, Helen Mattas. Staff 
CollBultant. House Committee on Foreign Affairs, has been helpful 
with historical references pertaining to that committee, 

Permission to quote from the Dulles papers at the Eisenhower 
Library has been given by the Dulles Manuscript Committee, John 
W. Hanes, Jr" Chairman; to quote from the Richard B. Russell 
papers by the Richard B. Russell Library; and to quote from the 
Senator H, Alexander Smith papers by his daughters. Marian 
Smith (Mrs, H. Kenastonl Twitchell, and Helen Smith (Mrs. 
Samuel M.) Shoemaker, and by Princeton University Library. We 
appreciate the cooperation of all of these parties, as well as the c0-
operation of those individuals who have given permission to quote 
from their interviews with or letters to CRS, 

None of those cited above. nor anyone else connected with the 
project, bears any respollBibility, however, for the facts and views 
presented herein. which are the fmal respollBibility of the author 
andeRS, 
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CH.wru 1 

FRANCE RESUMES CONTROL AND THE WAR BEGINS 

This chronicle of the U.S. G<>vernment and the Vietnam war 
begins in 1945 with the end of World War II and concludes in 1975 
with the helicopter evacuation of remaining American personnel 
from the roof of the U.S. Embassy in Saigon. 

For most Members of Congress, "Indochina," as the area com­
prising Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia was called in 1945, was a 
small, distant, insignificant place of little interest to the United 
States. It is even doubtful whether any Member of the 79th Con­
gress sitting in 1945 had ever been to Indochina or had any direct 
knowledge of its peoples and cultures. But this was not unusual. 
The State Department itaelf, in part because the area had been a 
French colony, had only a handful of staff who were knowledgeable 
on the subject. 

For one future Member of Congress, however, the impressions 
created by a visit to Vietnam in 1945 were unforgettable. In a 
letter to hls parents. Navy Lt. Mark O. Hatfield, later a leader in 
Senate opposition to the war, described hls feelings when hls ship 
anchored at Haiphong: 1 

It was sickening to see the absolute poverty and the rags 
these people are in. We thought the Philippines were in a bad 
way, but they are wealthy compared to these exploited people. 
The Philippines were in better shape before the war, but the 
people here have never known anything but squalor since the 
French heel has been on them . . . I tell you, it is a crime the 
way we occidentals have enslaved these people in our mad 
desire for money. The French seem to be the worst and are fol­
lowed pretty closely by the Dutch and the English. I can cer­
tainly see why these people don't want us to return and contin­
ue to spit upon them. 

Thirty·five years later Senator Hatfield reflected again on this 
experience: • 

One of the most impressive things was to come into that Hai­
phong port in an early morning hour when the rising sun was 
reflecting on the colored tiles of the casino that was on a hill­
top overlooking the harbor-tlOrt of the Monte Carlo of South· 
east Asia prior to the war-and to see, as we landed. the pover· 
ty and the absolute deprivation of the people living in squalid 
huts at the base of that hill. Here you had the casino, symbolic 
of the western colonial world, and the poverty of the people 
themselves, which sharpened the contrast for me between the 
oppression of colonialism. or occupation. or whatever, and 

IMark O. Hatfield. Not Quite So Sif11ple (New Y01'il; Harpe., and Row, 196o!S), pp. 153-154. 
lCongreesiontl.! Reeeareh Service ~('''RSj Interview with Mark Hatfield, Jan. II, 1~9, 
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what was emerging as a new spirit of identity for these people. 
It was going to be independent of any western power, France, 
America or any other. 

When World War II ended in August 1945, the nationalist feel· 
ings observed a few weeks later by Mark Hatfield began to be ex­
pressed throughout Indochina. In Vietnam, the League for the In­
dependence of Vietnam, popularly known as the Viet Minh, had 
become the dominant political force. Claiming full leadership, it 
had taken political control of much of the country after Japan sur· 
rendered.' On August 26, 1945, Emperor Bao Dai abdicated in 
favor of the Viet Minh and its leader Ho Chi Minh, having told 
both the French and the Americans of the deep desire of the Viet­
namese for their independence, as well as having warned the two 
Western powers of the consequences if the French returned. In a 
message in mid.August of 1945 to General Charles de Gaulle. Bao 
Dai said, addressing himself to the French people:' 

You would understand better if you could see what is hap­
pening here, if you could sense the desire for independence 
which runs to the bottom of every heart and which no human 
force can curb. Even if you should manage to reestablish a 
French administration here, it would no longer be obeyed; each 
village would become a nest of resistance, each former collabo­
rator an enemy and your officials and your colonials them­
selves would demand to leave this asphyxiating atmos­
phere .... We could so easily understand each other and 
become friends if you would drop this claim to become our 
masters again. 

On August 20, 1945, when de Gaulle was about to meet with 
President Harry S Truman in Washington, Bao Dei sent a similar 
message to Truman, saying, in part:. 

. . . we are opposed with all our forces to the reestablish­
ment of French sovereignty over the territory of Vietnam 
under whatever regime it would be. The colonial regime no 
longer conforms to the present COUrse of history. A people such 
as the Vietnamese people who have a two-thousand year old 
history and a glorious past cannot accept remaining under the 
domination of another people. The French people must yield to 
the principle of equity which the powerful American nation 
has proclaimed and defends. France must recognize this with 
good grace in order to avoid the disaster of a war breaking out 
On the territory of our country. 

When de Gaulle conferred with Truman, however, he was told 
that the U.s. "offers no opposition to the return of the French 
Army and authority in Indochina."6 

lFor a mo~ detailed diacwtsion of events during this period !lee Ellen J Hammer, ~ Strug­
gle (or lndtxhtM. 1940-19:55 iStanford: Stanford University PreM, 195.5.1, and the first-hand ac­
oount by the head of the ass (Offi~ of Strategic Services, tbepredeoeaeor of the CIAJ miaUon to 
Vietnam in 1945, Arehimede6. L. A. P.tti. Why Vitot Nom? fBerkeley: Univel'$ity of C.:lifOnlltt 
PrtS, 19801. Also u.aeful 1& the- first volume in the United State6 Arm>, in Vietnam _riea: 
Ronald H. Specter. Adv~ OM Support: TM Early YeaN!. 19.U-191iO \WashingtOn Center of MiU· 
t.ary HJStoty, United Stat.ell Army, 1983; 

4Quoted in Chester L Ccoper. TM Lt.t ~ !New York; Dodd, Mead, 19101, p. 4,5 
lfllld .. p. 46. 
'Charlet! de Gaulle. T'h.e 'M"Of MettWtrg: SoitJ€ltwn. 19,u-[9461New York' Simon and SchUlrter, 

19601. p 242. See below for further diac~on of the reasoning behind Truman's poe:itlon. 
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On September 2, 1945, the Viet Minh declared the independence 
of Vietnam in a document which began with these words: 

All men are created equal; tbey are endowed by their Cre­
ator with certain unalienable Righta; among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 

This immortal statement was made in the Declaration of In­
dependence of the United States of America in 1776. In a 
broader sense, this means: All the peoples on the earth are 
equal from birth, all the peoples have a right to live, to be 
happy and free. 7 

Bao [)ai's prophetic warnings were soon confirmed. During Sep­
tember 1945 French forces began reentering Vietnam, and on Sep­
tember 23 they staged a coup d'etat in Saigon. Violence erupted, 
and on September 25, 1945, an American was killed by Vietnamese 
forces resisting the return of the French. He was A. Peter Dewey, a 
lieutenant colonel in the U.s, Army, and the head of the oSS 
(Office of Strategic Services, predecessor of the Central Intelligence 
Agency) team in Saigon. The irony is that he was known for having 
established close relationships with nationalist leaders. The further 
irony is that he, the first uniformed American to die in a war in 
which Congress was to play such a prominent role, was the son of a 
former Member of Congress, Charles S, Dewey, an isolationist Re­
publican from Dlinois land a well-known international banker). (Lt. 
Col. Dewey was also the nephew of Thomas E. Dewey, Governor of 
New York, and Republican nominee for President in 1948,) 

On October 1, 1945, several Members of the House of Representa­
tives eulogized Lt. Col. Dewey. Of particular interest, looking back, 
were the commenta of Representative Harold Knutson (RI Minn.), 
who said that the shot that killed Dewey", ' , may, in a sense, be 
another shot 'heard round the world' in awakening the American 
people to the necessity of deciding how far we as a Nation are 
going to support with military forces the colonial policies of other 
nations. If the death of valiant Peter Dewey .' may result in 
saving the lives of many other American boys, his sacrifice may 
not have been in vain."8 

The reactions of Representative Knutson and of Mark Hatfield 
reflected the strong public and congressional opposition to colonial­
ism that prevailed at the time. Typical of this attitude was the p0-
sition of Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg (R/Mich.l, the ranking Re­
publican on the Foreign Relations Committee and the foremost Re­
publican supporter of a bipartisan foreign policy after World War 
II. In a major speech in the Senate on January 10, 1945, as well as 
subsequently during his role as a member of the U.S. delegation to 
the U.N. Conference in San Francisco, Vandenberg emphasized the 
importance of having a "just peace," in which the righta of small 
nations would be protected, He was concerned both about the occu­
pation by Russia of the countries of Eastern Europe and the fate of 

1AUan Cameron:eci " Vwt·Nam Cns..s, A Documentary Htsior-.. vol L 194fi-1956 !Ithaca: Cor-
nell Uni~"ersity Press, t97l!. f 52 ., 

~CottgJTSStOMl ~rd, "0, 91 IWllShington, DT ,(;$, Guvt Print. Off J, P 91~ (hereafter 
Cited u CR;, FOT d.l.8(u.iol1 of the lnCldent IJot'<e' PaUl, and R HarrlS Smith. 05.5, iBerkeley 
Unh'eniity of California Press. 19:72), pp. 33'1-345. For decla/iillified OSS !'eporta on the incident 
and comments by former OSS officials !lee tJ.5 Congreae. Senate, Cottlmlttee on Foreign Rela­
tiOM, ca_. 0rigi1f.B, and /..,ew)n.s Cf{ tM Vl.etMm War. Hearinge. 92d O:mg., 2d !Ie!ifJ, (Washing· 
ton, DC, U.S Govt Print Off .. 1972), p. 184 and appended documents 
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Western European colonies, He was fearful that President Frank· 
lin D, Roosevelt was beginning to compromise the principles of the 
Atlantic Charter, es~ially the principle in paragraph 3 of the 
charter recognizing , the right of all peoples to choose the form of 
government under which they will live," He urged the President to 
stand fast. "These basic points," he said in his speech, "cannot now 
be dismissed as a mere nautical nimbus. They march with our 
armies. They sall with our fleets. They fly with our eagles. They 
sleep with our martyred dead. The first requisite of honest candor 
. . ,is to re-light this torch,"· 

For many Americans, India was the colony that symbolized colo­
nialism. But it was also the keystone of the British Empire. and 
American suggestions that it be given its independence after the 
war invariably evoked strong protests from the British. Prime Min· 
ister Winston Churchill, who said that he had not "become the 
King's First Minister in order to preside over the liquidation of the 
British Empire,"'o declared repeatedly that the reference in the 
Atlantic Charter to people's freedom to choose their form of gov­
ernment referred only to European countries freed from Nazi rule. 
and did not apply to colonies such as India. When Roosevelt specifi· 
cally mentioned the problem of India, Churchill, according to his 
memoirs. "reacted IiO strongly and at such length that he (R0ose­
velt] never raised it verbally again."" 

The British were also opposed to suggestions for lessening control 
over other colonies, such as Indochina, because of the possible 
effect on their own Empire. At the Tehran Conference in 1943, 
Stalin and Chiang Kai-shek both approved Roosevelt's proposal for 
a trusteeship for Indochina, but Churchill was vehemently against 
the idea. Roosevelt said he told Churchill that Chiang Kai-shek did 
not want either to assume control over Indochina or to be given re­
sponsibility for administering a trusteeship in Indochina. Churchill, 
he said, replied. "Nonsense," to which Roosevelt retorted, "Win· 
ston, this is something which you are just not able to understand. 
You have 400 years of acquisitive instinct in your blood and you 
just do not understand how a country might not want to acquire 
land somewhere if they can get it. A new period has opened in the 
world's history, and you will have to adjust to it." "The British," 
Roosevelt said in 1944, in recounting this episode, "would take land 
anywhere in the world even if it were only a rock or a sand bar."" 

In Congress, there was strong opposition to colonialism, and 
widespread support for the independence of India in particular. At 
an executive session (closed to the public and press) of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee on July 1, 1943, the U.S. Ambassador 
to India, William Phillips, testified that India's demands for inde­
pendence posed serious problems for the allies in the war as well as 
for the postwar period, This was Senator Vandenberg's entry in his 
diary:" 

'CR, val. 91, p. 166. 
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Western European colonies. He was fearful that President Frank· 
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land somewhere if they can get it. A new period has opened in the 
world's history, and you will have to adjust to it." "The British," 
Roosevelt said in 1944, in recounting this episode, "would take land 
anywhere in the world even if it were only a rock or a sand bar."" 

In Congress, there was strong opposition to colonialism, and 
widespread support for the independence of India in particular. At 
an executive session (closed to the public and press) of the Senate 
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Senator [Robert M.l La Follette bluntly said to Phillips tbat 
the fate of India is no longer Britain's own exclusive business, 
since our American boys are supposed to die there for Allied 
victory, and that F.D.R. should tell Churchill that he either 
yields to a reasonable settlement of the Indian independence 
question . . . or that American troops will be withdrawn from 
tbat sector. Phillips 8Ubstan tially agreed and, to our amaze­
ment., said he had told F.D.R. tbat precise thing. All of which 
moved Senator rrom] Connally to say that he himself had told 
the President that he ought to "turn the heat" on Churohill; 
that we ought to be "giving" instead of "taking" orders. It was 
cleer from Phillips' testimony that India is "dynamite" -and 
tbat its destiny will be a bone of contention at the peace table. 

On the other hand, there was growing concern in the executive 
branch and in Congress about the need for avoiding any postwar 
international territorial arrangements that would thresten U.S. 
base rights in the Mariana, Caroline, and Marshall islands which 
had been governed by the Japanese under mandates from the 
League of Nations, and were being taken during the war by U.S. 
forces. The argument was that in order to acquire bases in the Pa­
cific necessary for future U.S. security these islands had to be 
either annexed or controlled completely by the United States. 

Within the executive branch, there was solid support among ci­
vilian as well as uniformed authorities for protecting U.S. base 
rights in the mandated islands. The Navy was the strongest propo­
nent, and in a discUB8ion with one of his advisers Roosevelt asked, 
"What is the Navy's attitude in regard to territories? Are they 
trying to grab everything?" The adviser, Charles W. Taussig, re­
plied that the Navy "did not seem to have much confidence in civil­
ian controls," and that "the military had no confidence" in the 
U.N. He told the President of one admiral's letter to the Secretary 
of the Navy u~ that the Navy be represented at the San Fran­
cisco Conference • to protect themselves against 'the international 
welfare boys.' "14 

Beginning in 1944, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson and 811 of 
the service secretaries, led by Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox 
(and subsequently James A. Forrestall, strongly opposed State De­
partment plans for an international trusteeship system. This, they 
argued, could prevent the U.S. from obtaining the kind of control 
over the Pacific islands which it needed, as well as weakening the 
strategic position of the Western powers in other areas of Asia and 
the world. 

In Congress, this position was strongly supported by the naval af­
fairs committees in the House and Senate. The Senate committee, 
chaired by Harry F. Byrd (DIVa), even traveled to San Francisco 
to confer with U.S. representatives to the U.N. Conference in order 
to make sure tbat U.S. naval base rights in the Pacific were ade­
quately protected.·· Although the House was not directly involved 
in approving the U.N. Treaty, its naval affairs committee became 
very concerned about the effect of the U.N. on U.S. bases, and on 
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January 23, 1945, established an investigative subcommittee to 
pursue the matter. Members of the HoUBe committee also toured 
the Pacific in July 1945, and in a report on August 6 the committee 
recommended, among other thingll: t. 

For (a) our own security, (b) the security of the Western 
Hemisphere, and (el the peace of the Pacific, the United States 
should have at least dominating control over the former Japa­
nese mandated islands of the Marshalls, the Carolines, and the 
Marianas-commonly known as "Micronesia"-and over the 
outlying Japanese islands of the Izus, Bonins, and Ryukyu. 

The opposition of the British on the one hand and the U.S. mili­
tary on the other created a serious political and policy problem for 
the President and his foreign policy advisers as well as the foreign 
policy committees (Senate Foreign Relations, HoUBe Foreign M­
fairs) of Congress. This was compounded by the fact that, as Secre­
tary of State Cordell Hull maintained, U.S. acquisition of the man­
dated islands would be grounds for similar claims by the U.S.S.R." 

. And, indeed, the Russians subsequently asked for U.S. approval of 
a Russian trusteeship for one or mOre former Italian colonies in 
North Africa. 

The solution to this problem, which was the omission of specific 
provisions in the U.N. Charter for the future of dependent territo­
ries such as India and Indochina, weakened the position of the U.S. 
in relation to dependent peoples, and, of course, worked directly 
against efforts to place Indochina under some kind of international 
trusteeship after the war. On the other hand, it may also have 
strengthened the postwar international security system, as well as 
regional security arrangements, especially NATO. 

It is important to note that Congress played a double-edged role 
in these decisions. On the one hand, the military committees of 
Congress, by supporting the acquisition of Pacific islands for U.S. 
bases, hel~ to force the President and the State Department to 
take a position in the drafting of the U.N. Charter that favored the 
European powers, and made it more difficult for the U.S. to deal 
with the French on Indochina or the British on India or the Dutch 
on Indonesia. 

On the other hand, the foreign policy committees of Congress, 
while generally favoring independence and self-determination for 
colonial territories, failed to anticipate adequately or to grapple 
with the postwar consequences of instability in the colonies. 
Rather, they tended to accept the compromises being made in the 
executive branch, and to yield to the concerns of the naval affairs 
committees about base rights. In part, this resulted from their pre­
occupation, especially in the Senate, with approval of the U.N. 
Treaty. They were keenly aware, as was Secretary of State Hull, a 
former Member of Congress, that the treaty could be threatened by 
the issue of military bases, and in their efforts to obtain maximum 
support for the U.N., and to neutralize major opposition, they tried 
to work out an accommodation on this point. In larger part, howev-
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er, the foreign policy committees of Congress supported the posi­
tion finally worked out in the executive branch, first, becsuse they 
considered it to be the only practicable and workable compromise, 
and, second, becsuse they were participating hand and glove with 
the executive branch on the development of the U.N., and there­
fore tended to support both the process and its results. This had 
the effect, however, of reducing the legislative choices of the for­
eign policy committees, as well as causing the "loyal opposition" 
party to be more loyal and less opposite. 

As a consequence, during the formation of U.S. policy toward the 
U.N. neither of the foreign policy committees of Congress conduct­
ed any independent inquiries or reviews of the proposal for the 
U.N. or the position of the U.S. toward such vital questions as the 
fate of the colonies and the provision for trusteeships. There were 
no hearings or other inquiries concerning the postwarjroepects for 
areas such as Indochina, and what U.S. policy shoul be with re­
spect to these areas. 

When the U.N. Treaty was sent to the Senate for its advice and 
consent there was such an outpouring of approval and support that 
any possible questions about the colonial problem or trtulteeship ar­
rangements must have appeared inappropriate if not moot. And 
there were none, either in the hearinga or in floor debate. Only in 
the report of the Foreign Relations Committee were these matters 
raised, and this was done by way of reassuring critics. According to 
the report ,. the security of the U.S. was fully protected by the 
charter, as evidenced by letters from U.S. military authorittes to 
this effect which had been included in the printed hearinga. 

The U.N. Treaty was passed by the Senate, 89-2, and neither of 
the two Members voting in the negative raised the colonial ques­
tion or trtulteeships. Thus, the achievement of this remarkable p0-
litical consensus, one of the highest ever achieved in the history of 
U.S. foreign policy, had the effect of chilling debate at the time. It 
also set the stage for the use of similar consensual techniques in 
the postwar period, including the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in 
1964.. 

Could the foreign policy committees of Congress have played a 
stronger role in the development of the trusteeship arrangements 
of the U.N.? Should they have been leas concerned about passage of 
the treaty and more concerned about the consequences of a post­
war plan that did not deal with the problem of the colonies? These 
important questions transcend the scope of this study, but a brief 
review may help in clarifying why the foreign policy committees 
were not more active in relation to the oolonial problem, and how 
this affected their role in relation to Vietnam. 

Development of the u.s. Position on Trusteeships 
In 1942, when the U.S. Government first began considering the 

creation of the U.N., the colonial issue was deemed to be a major 
factor in the development of a postwar international organization. 
Roosevelt told RUSBian Foreign Minister Vladimir M. Molotov, for 
example, that there was "a palpable surge toward independence" 
in colonial areas. and that the Europeans could no longer hold colo-
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nies. In Asia, each colony, including Indochina, was going to be 
ready in a matter of time, within 20 years, for self-government. 
Meanwhile, he said, they might be administened under an interna­
tional trusteeship system. ,. 

Roosevelt's views were echoed by Under Secretary of State 
Sumner Welles. In a speech in May 1942 Welles declaned:' O 

Our victory must bring in its train the liberation of all pe0-
ples. . , . The age of imperialism is ended. The right of a 
people to their freedom must be recognized as the civilized 
world long since recognized the right of an individual to his 
personal freedom. The prinCiples of the Atlantic Charter must 
be guaranteed to the world as a whole. . . . 

Secretary of State Hull, however, had not been consulted by 
Welles about the speech, and, besides being piqued by Welles' "dis­
loyalty," he was concerned about proposals to divest European 
allies of their colonies, particularly at a time when they and the 
U.S. were together in war. Thus, when the first State Department 
staff proposal for the postwar period, drawn up in 1942 by a com­
mittee under Welles' direction, recommended an international 
trusteeship for all colonial areas, Hull, "for obvious reasons of p0-
litical feasibility," in his words, had the proposal rewritten to in­
clude only former German and Italian colonies and islands con­
trolled by the Japanese under League of Nations mandates." 
There is no indication that Congress was consulted about this 
change, although Hull was generally in close touch with key Mem­
bers of Congress, and seldom toek a step of any importance without 
their acquiescence or concurrence. 

Beginning in May 1942, Hull asked Members of Congress to join 
State Department committees engaged in postwar planning. Sena­
tors Tom Connally (D/Tex.), chairman of the Foreign Relations 
Committes, and Warren R. Austin (R/Vt.), were the first Members, 
and a number of others were added subsequently. By May of 1943, 
there were eight Members of Congress on the 23-member group." 
The record does not show, however, whether Connally and Austin 
were consulted by Hull about the change in the trusteeship plan. 

Roosevelt approved Hull's proposal for allowing colonisl powers 
to decide whether to place dependent territories under trusteeship. 
but he continued to propose an international trusteeship for Indo­
china. Here, toe, there is no indication that any Member of Con­
gress was consulted, but most Members doubtless would have 
agreed with Roosevelt's opposition to continued French rule, while 
also approving Hull's concession to what he perceived as realism. 

Although Hull felt that it was not politically feasible to propose 
trusteeships for all dependent territories, he also thought that it 
was important for the U.S .• as he said in the summer of 1942, "to 
use the full measure of our influence to support the attainment of 
freedom by all peoples Who, by their acts, show themselves worthy 
of it and ready for it."23 Thus, in recommending to Roosevelt in 
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trusteeships for all dependen t territories, he also thought that it 
was important for the U.S., as he said in the summer of 1942, "to 
use the full measure of our influence to support the attainment of 
freedom by all peoples who, by their acts, show themselves worthy 
of it and ready for it."" Thus, in recommending to Roosevelt in 

tlIRobert E. Sherwood, R(')('I$(t(!f!it and Hopkins (New York: Harper and BI'06 .• 1948,. p. 573. 
IIJDeportment ofStaU' Bulletin, May 3Q, 1942, p, 488. 
%tHUll, Memoirs. vol. n, pp. 1228, 1638. 
,u~ U.S. Department of State, twtwar Forr~ Policy ~t;l~ion. 11.f!J-J94J, Publication 

No. 3580 by Harfey A Notter (Washington. D,C,: U,S, &Jvt. Print. Off .• 1950). pp. 74. 9'1. 
ulkpartmellt orStatft Bulktin. July 25.1942. p. 642 
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Novemher 1942 that colonies not he mandatorily included in the 
trusteeship system he a1so prollOlled a declaration, "The Atlantic 
Charter and National Independ"ence," applying the Atlantic Char­
ter (a Roosevelt-Churchill declaration in 1942 on principles for the 
postwar world) to all peoples, whatever their status, in which the 
allies would commit themeel ves to help colonies become independ­
ent. Colonial peoples would, in turn, he obliged to prepare them­
selves for independence. 

Roosevelt approved the proposed declaration. In February 1943, 
the British tlien s~ a joint declaration on colonial polier. 
which, while maiDtaming control in the "parent" or "trustee' 
state, would require each colonial power to prepare colonies for 
self-government. The State Department thereupon revised its earli­
er declaration to inco~rate some of the ideas of the British, and 
sent the new version, , Draft Declaration by the United Nations on 
National Independence," to the President in March 1943. The Brit­
ish did not support the new U.S. proposal, however. Foreign Secre­
tary Anthony Eden objected to the U8e of the word "independence," 
saying that he had to think of the British Empire system, which 
W8.11 ba.sed on Dominion and colonial status. AlsO objectionable W8.11 
the proposal for setting dates for achieving independence." 

At the Moscow Conference in October 1943, the British refused to 
discuss the declaration on national independence. At the Tehran 
Conference in December 1943, 8.11 noted earlier, Churchill rejected 
Roosevelt's proposal for an international trusteeship for Indochina. 

In January 1944, the question of U.S. policy toward Indochina 
W8.11 raised by the British. Despite several statements by the Presi­
dent himself and by officials of the State Department to the effect 
that the U.S. would not prevent the French from reasserting sover­
eignty over the area. Roosevelt told the British Ambassador that 
he preferred an international trusteeship. "France ba.s had the 
country-thirty million inhabitants-for nearly one hundred years, 
and the people are worse off than they were at the beginning . . . 
France ba.s milked it for one hundred years. The people of Indo­
China are entitled to something better than that."'· 

Meanwhile, the State Department redrafted in early 1944 the 
proposed declaration on national independence, substituting "self­
government" for "independence," and generally weakening the 
provisions of the earlier draft. The new title W8.11 "Draft Declara­
tion regarding Administration of Dependent Territoriee." Omitted, 
among other things, W8.II the proposed timetable for independence. 
After again consulting the BritiSh, the U.S. toned down the draft 
declaration even further, however, as well 8.11 the trusteeship ar­
rangements under the proposed U.N.'· 

The role of Members of Co"lJl'e8S in decisions about these com­
promises in the U.S. poeition 18 not clear from the record. After 
passage by both Houses of Congress of resolutions supporting the 

UHull. Mnnoir3, vot I1. p. 1237. For the development of the U.s. position see also pp. 1234-
1235. and Ruth It RU8I!IeU. A Hiltory of 1M United No.tionB ChLufq (W1IIIb.ingtoD., D"C.: Brook­
~ lnttitution. 1958). pp, ~91. For the ten of the Much 1943 draft or the dpciaration see 
FRllS. 1943'. voL 1, p. 747. 

uHull, Mtlmoira. vol. II. p, 1597, In November 1943 ttoc.eve1t had made a simi.lar comment in 
a prin-toe ~ with Stalin at the Tehran Conference, See FRU8. 1943. '''The Confe-reDC:e8 at 
eo;..,. and Tehnn," p. 485 . 

• 6See Ru.eU. pp. 339-343. 

9 

November 1942 that colonies not be mandatorily included in the 
trusteeship system he also propoeed a declaration, "The Atlantic 
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tary Antbony Eden objected to the use of the word "independence," 
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At the MOflCOw Conference in October 1943, the British refused to 
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dent himself and by officials of the State Department to the effect 
that the U.S. would not prevent the French from reasserting sover­
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France has milked it for one hundred years. The people of Indo­
China are entitled to something better than that."" 

Meanwhile, the State Department redrafted in early 1944 the 
proposed declaration on national independence, substituting "self­
government" for "independence," and generally weakening the 
provisions of the earlier draft. The new title was "Draft Declara­
tion regarding Administration of Dependent Territories." Omitted, 
among other things, was the proposed timetable for independence. 
After again consulting the Britisn, the U.S. toned down the draft 
declaration even further, however, as well as the trusteeship sr­
range1llents under the proposed U.N .• • 

The role of Members or Congress in decisions sbout these com­
promises in the U.S. position is not clear from the record. After 
passage by both Houses of Congress of resolutions supporting the 
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creation of the U.N., which occurred in the fall nf 1943, direct par· 
ticipation by Members of Congress in the formulation of U.8. policy 
was replaced by consultation. 21 Active participation resumed only 
in the spring of 1945 when Members of Congress were appointed as 
members of the U.S. delegation to the San Francisco Conference. 

Although they no longer were actual members of the State De­
partment Planning Group, leading Members of Congress were con­
sulted very closely by Secretary of State Hull and his associates 
during the 1943-44 period. In the spring of 1944, Hull asked the 
Foreign Relations Committee to appoint a bipartisan group for the 
purpose of such consultation. This group, the "Committee of 
Eight,"'· met frequently with Hull to discuss the U.S. position, and 
to review confidential working drafts of the proposed U.N. Charter. 
Additional sessionS were held with House leaders, and they too 
were given the draft of the charter for review. After the 1944 elec­
tion these consultations were resumed, and Members of Congress 
were given the Dumbarton Oaks proposal for review. In January 
1945 there were additional meetings by the President and State De­
partment officials with members of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee to discuss plans for the U.N." 

Throughout this process of consultation the question of trustee­
ship arrangements was among the topics of discussion. and it is 
clear that there was ample opportunity for Members of Congress, 
especially members nf the Foreign Relations Committee, to consid­
er the U.S. position on trusteeships and on the colonial issue. 
There is no available record as to whether they did, but there is 
also no indication that, if they did, it had any impact On poJicymak­
ing. Nor is there any evidence that those members who were con­
sulted disagreed with the way in which the executive branch was 
handling the colonial issue and the plans for trusteeships. It may 
be safely aasumed, however. that while supporting some moves 
toward independence. they were also concerned about U.s. base 
rights in the Pacific. 

In the spring of 1944 the internal dispute began between the 
War and Navy Departments and the State Department over the 
postwar status of the Pacific islands. As noted earlier. it was the 
position of the military authorities. civilian as well as uniformed. 
that these should be tightly controlled by the U.S. At the request of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff (who were also concerned that such discus­
sions might adversely affect U.S.-U.S.S.H. relationships at a time 
when the U.S, was trying to get the Russians to enter the war 
against Japan), the State Department agreed to remove the section 
on trusteeships from the draft charter of the U.N. that the U.S. 
was to present at the Dumbarton Oaks meeting in Augnst 1944. at 

!7The Subcommittee on Political Problema of the Advisory Omunittee on Problema 0( FoniKn 
Relations. on which Members of Congrea I&f"V'ed during 1942-43. gave we, in late 1943 to the 
Informal PoJi~ Apnda Gl"OUp> c:om~ entirell. of State Department oftk:ia.J. and eon.Nlt.­
eta, which in turn gave way to two similar Sttlte lJItpIu'trnenl groopa. the Part,-Wat Program. 
(',Qmmlttee and the Policy Committee, in early lUi" In addition, th~ ..... an interdepartmeo.· 
tal P'''''''''' planning _p, .... State-Wac·Na.,. c.ordjnating COmmi .... , 

"Democrats Torn ConnaliyfI'ex.), Walter F. George (Ga), Alben W. &ark.ley (Ky.), Guy M. 
Gillette Ilowal; Republica.na Wallace H. White (Maine), Wa.rren R. AWItin (Vt). Arthur H. Van· 
denberg (Mich.!; and ProgreEve Robert M.1a Follette (wi.eJ. 

USee- Poslwar Ff.'HYign Policy PrYptlI'Ulioo.. pp" 258, 380, 412. 
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which the general framework of the U.N. was to be approved.' 0 

The result was that the draft proposal for the U.N." worked out at 
the Dumbarton Oaks "Conversations," as they were called, omitted 
all reference to the trusteeship system and the settlement of terri· 
torial questions after the war. 

After Dumbarton Oaks, the State Department continued to urge 
that action be taken on establishing a trusteeship system as well as 
expressing the position of the U.S. on the future of French, British 
and Dutch colonies. This was especially important, in the opinion 
of the State Department, because, as Hull contended, " ... we 
could not help believing that the indefinite continuance of the Brit­
ish, Dutch, and French possessions in the Orient in a state of de­
pendence provided a number of foci for future trouble and perhaps 
war. Permanent peace could not be assured unless these p0sses­
sions were started on the road to independence, after the example 
of the Philippines. .... 

In a State Department memorandum to the President on Sep­
tember 8, 1944, Hull suggested a declaration by the governments 
concerned making "definite commitments" about the granting of 
independence or full self-government (with Dominion status, where 
appropriate) to their colonies, including a timetable for such action. 
He said that they should also pledge that prior to independence 
each colony would be governed as an international trusteeship. 
Roosevelt approved the proposal, and sent word to the three coun· 
tries involved that the U.S. expected to be consulted on postwar 
plans for Southeast Asia.·. No action was taken, however, to follow 
up on the State Department proposal, in part, no doubt, because of 
Hull's illness followed by his resignation toward the end of 1944. 

In November 1944, the State Department proposed that the dis­
pute between State and the War and Navy Departments be re­
ferred to an interdepartmental committee. Roosevelt agreed, and 
reiterated his support for international trusteeships, and his oppo­
sition to military demands for U.s. annexation of the mandated 
island, which, he contended, was neither necessary for U.S. securi· 
ty nor consonant with the Atlantic Charter:" 

He said that the Army and the Navy had been urging upon 
him the point of view that the United States should take over 
all or some of the mandated islands in the Pacific, but that he 
was opposed to such a procedure because it was contrary to the 
Atlantic Charter. Nor did he think that it was necessary. As 

10Hult. Mvrwira, voL n, pp. 1599. 1706-1707. and RUlJBell, pp. 343-348 For the tut of the JCS 
"'l-- - nus, 1944. YO]. I. p. 100 
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far as he could tell, all that we would accomplish by that 
would be to provide jobs as governors of insignificant islands 
for inefficient Army and Navy officers or members of the civil­
ian career service. 

The issue of the trusteeshipe was raised again at the Yalta Con­
ference in early February 1945, despite a plea to Roosevelt from 
Secretary of War Stimson to delay any discussion of the issue." 
Stimson, as mentioned earlier, was supported by the House Naval 
Affairs Committee, which, in response to a bill introduced in the 
House in January 1945 to provide for administration by the Navy 
of all U.S. possessions, including the Pacific islands, had estab­
lished a subcommittee to study the need for U.S. acquisition and 
control of the Pacific islands. 

At Yalta, the U.S. propceed adding a trusteeship system to the 
U.N. framework approved at Dumbarton Oaks. The Foreign Minis­
ters agreed that this should be considered, and they propceed fur­
ther consultations prior to the San Francisco Conference. But when 
the heads of state met, Churchill was reported to have "exploded," 
declaring, "I absolutely disagree. I will not have one scrap of Brit­
ish territory flung into that arena. . . . As long as every bit of land 
over which the British Flag flies is to be brought into the dock, I 
shall object as long as I live."" When it was explained that no ref­
erence to the British Empire was intended, Churchill appeared to 
be reassured, but it was clear that the British would only agree to 
a trusteeship system which did not directly affect colonial territory. 

After further discussions, agreement was reached on the follow­
ing language with respect to the recommendations for a tru.steeship 
system;"' 

The acceptance of this recommendation is subject to its being 
made clear that territorial trusteeship will only apply to; (a) 
existing mandates of the League of Nations; (h) territories de-­
tached from the enemy as a result of the present war; (c) any 
other territory which might voluntarily be placed under tru.st­
eeship; and (d) no discussion of actual territories is contemplat­
ed at the forthcoming United Nations Conference or in the pre­
liminary consultations, and it will be a matter for subsequent 
agreement which territories within the above categories will be 
placed under tru.steeship. 

The Interdepartmental Committee on Dependent Areas which 
had been proposed by the State Department in November 1944 did 
not begin to function until early 1945. In January 1945, the State 
Department submitted to that committee a revision of its earlier 
trusteeship proPOSSls. This proposal was vigorously attacked by the 
War and Navy bepartments.·. The argument continued for several 
weeks. Meanwhile, President Roosevelt had appointed the U.8. rep­
resentatives to the San Francisco Conference, including four Mem­
bers of Congress: Senators Connally and Vandenberg, and Repre-

URwwgell, pp. 511-516. ~ FRU8. 1941i, vol. I, pp, 18-22 for 8 Sta~ De:partment !ilUmJD&TY of 
the War~te controversy, sa well as diffenmeee between the U.s. and Bfitain. See al80 pp. 23-
'Z't for Stimeon's memo on his position, 

s'Edward R. Stettiniua,. Jr., RlXIffeveit and tl4! RUII8UtnA" ~ Yalta Ccn.te1"f!lla {Garden City. 
N,Y,; Doubleday, 1949;, p.. 236. and J~ }l', Byrnes. Sp«J1t11l6 Frodly (New York.: Harper and 
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sentatives Sol Bloom (D/N.Y.), chairman of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee, and Charles A. Eaton (R/N .J.), the committee's rank· 
ing minority member. On March 13, 1945, at its first meeting in 
Washington, the U.S. delegation discuesed the proposed U.N. orga· 
nization, including the arrangements for trusteeships. Representa· 
tive Eaton asked whether the provision for trusteeships would in· 
clude the "treatment of colonial problems." Secretary of State 
Edward R. Stettinius, Jr., who had just replaced Hull, replied that 
it would not be possible to deal with dependent areas at the San 
Franciaoo Conference except for former League of Nations man· 
dates. Senators Vandenberg and Connally stressed the imporlance 
of clarifying for the public the fact that the Conference would deal 
only with creating the organization, and not with the peace settle­
ment itself or other postwar questions such as the future of colo­
nies. They obviously had been well briefed on the U.S. poaition on 
postponing the consideration of territorial settlements, including 
the future of colonial areas, and had accepted that position.3 • 

As the debate continued in the executive branch, the military 
argued against any consideration of trusteeships at San Francisco, 
with the possible exception of a resolution agreeing that the matter 
would be considered later.4. This suggestion was rejected by the 
State Department on April 9, 1945. State sent a memorandum to 
the President summarizing the status of the issue, and asking for a 
meeting of the three departments with the President. 4' Roosevelt, 
then in Georgia, ~~lied that he agreed with State's poaition, and 
that they would about it when he returned. He died on April 
12, before the meeting could be held. 

On April 17 the Secretaries of State, War and Navy met with the 
U.S. delegation to discuss the trusteeship question. Although Presi­
dent Truman had not yet officially acted on the matter, the three 
departments had finally agreed on a paper for presentation to the 
White House. After hearing from Secretaries Stimson and Forres­
tal, the delegation discuesed the proposed position. In another 
meeting the following day each delegate was polled, and all ap­
proved the proposal. Senator Vandenberg said the "Congressional 
opinion is totally in sympathy with the poaition of the Secretaries 
of War and Navy."" 

It should be noted that this discUS6ion centered on the questions 
of protecting U.S. security in the Pacific. There was almost no dis­
cUS6ion of the broader question of the future of dependent areas, 
and no official of the executive branch, Member of Congress, or 
nongovernmental members of the delegation raised the colonial 
question with the exception of Dr. Isaiah Bowman, (president of 
The Johns Hopkins University, and a consultant to the State De­
partment prior to being named a member of the delegation). 
llowman said, "We have been led into a situation in which the 
world expects us to do something on trusteeship. We are faced with 
such questions as whether we wish Somaliland to go to the British. 
We will have to participate in its dispoaition. What in this situa-
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tion is our safeguard? It is in the fact that we have set up a princi­
ple-a principle of trusteeship in the interests of the natives."" 
He agreed, however, that U.S. military needs should be met, and at 
the meeting the following day he joined the rest of the delegation 
in approving the proposed position. 

Immediately after approval by the delegation, the interdepart­
mental paper was submitted to President Truman and was ap­
proved by him on April 18.'· There is no indication that he had 
any questions or reservations about the proposal, nor did he, unlike 
Roosevelt, indicate any particular commitment to trusteeships or 
concern about the future of colonial areas. 

Final approval of the U.S. position, which had been slightly 
modified since the President's action, occurred on April 26, when 
the delegation met in San Francisco and adopted the revised lan­
guage.·· There was no discussion of the colonial problem. In its 
fmal form the proposal provided that all territories, including 
League mandates and former German and Italian colonies, woula 
be placed under trusteeship only by "subsequent agreement," based 
on action initiated by the country holding such territory. Moreover, 
two classes of trusteeships were to be created: strategic and non­
strategic. The latter would be under the administrative control of 
the General Assembly; the former, primarily the Pacific islands 
being occupied by the U.S., would be under the Security Council, 
where the U.S. could protect its interests, if necessary, by the veto. 
Nothing was said in the U.S. paper about the future of British, 
French or Dutch colonial areas or generally about the responsibil­
ities of nations for dependent areas under their control. Moreover, 
proposed oversight of trust territories, including investigations and 
reports, was to be limited, in the U.S. draft, to nonstrategic areas. 

During the San Francisco Conference the status of the U.S. trust­
eeship proposal was reviewed continuously by the American dele­
gation. According to John FOOIter Dulles, a nongovernmental 
member of the delegation, this "ritual" was observed: "At the daily 
meetings of the United States Delegation, Senator Connally and 
Senator Vandenberg would always put to [U.s. Navy] Commander 
[Harold E.] Stassen this question: 'Are you sticking to the "subse­
quent agreement" provision?' Commander Stassen would regularly 
reply in the affirmative. Then the meeting would go on."'· 

On May 2, 1945, M. Georges Bidault, the French Minister of For­
eign Affairs, made it quite clear that the French did not intend to 
place Indochina under the trusteeship system. The principle of 
trusteeship, he said, applied to other areas, not to Indochina, whose 
future rested solely with France.' 1 

Ultimately, the American trusteeship. plan prevailed, and 
became chapter XII of the United Nations Charter. Pressure from 
the Soviet Union, China, and some of the smaller countries result­
ed, however, in the addition of language about the responsibilities 
of trustee nations toward trust territories. The Soviet Union and 
China wanted to add the word "independence" as an objective of 
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the trusteeship system. This was oppoeed by the British, French. 
Dutch, South Mrican. and American delegations. which favored 
the wording "progressive development toward se!lovernment." 
The U.S. position was that self-government might I to independ­
ence. To support inclusion of the word "independence" would be 
"butting in on colonial affairs," according to Commander Stassen, 
the delegate who was representing the U.S. position on the trustee­
ship question. "While it was unfortunate to oppose Russia on this 
matter," Stassen said in a meeting of the U.S. delegation, "we also 
did not wish to fmd ourselves committed to breaking up the British 
empire . . . if we sided with the Chinese and the Rl.UI8ians on this 
issue, there probably would be no trusteeship system since the Brit­
ish will never accept that position." Furthermore, he said, "Inde­
pendence . . . was a concept developed out of the past era of na­
tionalism. It suggested, and looked in the direction of, isolationism. 
We should be more interested in interdependence than in inde­
pendence !Uld for this reason it might be fortunate to avoid the 
term 'independence: " Dulles agreed with Stassen. Other delegates 
disagreed. Charles Tal.Ul8ig. who had been personally close to R0ose­
velt. reminded the group that both ~velt and Hull had insisted 
that "independence" should be the objective of the trusteeship 
system. "Mr. Tal.Ul8ig explained that in talks with the President it 
was clear that he felt that the word 'independence' rather than 
progressive self-government would alone satisfy the Oriental 
people. To deny the objective of independence, he felt, would sow 
the seeds of the next world war." 

Of particular interest in relation to Congrese' treatment of Viet­
nam is the position of Members of Congress on the U.S. delegation. 
Senator Connally supported Stassen's position, as did Senator Van­
denberg !Uld Representative Eaton. Representative Bloom's position 
is not clear, although he was known to favor an independent state 
of Israel. Connally said he was "afraid that, if the word 'independ­
ence' was put in. there would be a good deal of stirring up of a 
desire for independence and the orderly procedure in the direction 
of self-government would be interrupted: 

Secretary Stettinius as well as Leo PasvoIsky, the State Depart­
ment's principal specialist on the U.N., indicated, however, that 
they hoped a way could be found to insert the word "independ­
ence" without giving it too much importance. Eventually this was 
done, and the fmal language in the charter'· provided for the "pro­
gressive development towards self-government or independence as 
may be appropriate to the particular circumstances of each terri­
tory !Uld its peoples !Uld the freely elQlressed wishes of the peoples 
concerned, and as may be provided by the terms of each trustee­
ship agreement ... •• 

Later in the Conference, the question arose as to the U.S. posi­
tion on a proposal by the Russians to add "self determination" to 
the language on trusteeshipe. The British and French had objected, 
Stassen said, !Uld had propoied instead the words "in accord with 
the freely expressed will of the people," Stassen thought the U,S. 
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ought to yield to some reference to "self determination." Senator 
Connally argued, however. that either version, that of the Russians 
or that of the British and French. "would weaken the position of 
the United States .... To accept 'the principle of self determina­
tion' in any form would be to invite trouble," he said, but he 
agreed to let Stassen handle the problem.·o In the end, as the char­
ter language quoted above indicates, the British/French version 
prevailed, 

There is one fInal note of interest concerning the U.N. Confer­
ence and the arrangements for trusteeships. Taking advantage of 
the opening provided by U.S. insistence on controlling the mandat­
ed islands in the Pacific, the Russians themselves asked whether 
they would be eligible for a trusteeship, and Secretary of State 
Stettinius was forced to admit that they were, whereupon, as indi­
cated earlier, they asked to become the trustee for the former Ital­
ian colony of Tripolitania in North Africa." 

Several tentative conclusions may now be suggested with respect 
to the question raised earlier about the role of Congress in the de­
velopment of postwar U.S. policy toward dependent areas. The 
debate on trusteeships began with the assertion of broad national 
principles, baaed on traditional American values, and ended with 
decisions based on the immediately perceived political and military 
requirements for apJ:roval of the U,N. Treaty and continued coop­
eration of America 8 European allies. As frequently if not common­
ly happens in the formulation of national policy, broad general 
principles tend to be qualified and compromised in the process of 
translating the abstractness of principle into the reality of policy. 
Thus, even Roosevelt himself. while continuing to favor trustee­
ships, and opposing restoration of French rule in Indochina, was 
forced to recognize that the U $, had important strategic interests 
in the Paciflc islands that might be affected by a trusteeship 
system. He also found that in order to assure British and French 
cooperation after the war, he would have to accept compromises in 
that trusteeship system, beginning with the most important of all, 
the exclusion from the system of the colonies of Britain, France 
and the Netherlands. Even with respect to Indochina, which he 
particularly wanted to see freed from the French, Roosevelt had 
begun in the several months before his death to accept the possibil· 
ity of renewed French rule, even though he clung to the hope of 
ultimate independence." 

Although they may not have been consulted on several of the im­
portant decisions made during the process of narrowing the range 
of choice and finally choosing alternatives, Members of Congress 
who participated in postwar policyroaking tended to arrive at the 
same or similar conclusions as the President and officials of the ex­
ecutive branch. They, too, were concerned about protecting U.S. 
strategic interests in the Pacific, and they were, of course, acutely 
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aware of the implications of this issue for public and Senate accept­
ance of the U.N. Treaty. But they aIao appreciated the significance 
of British and other opposition to including colonies under the 
truateeship system, and the need for maintaining strong relation· 
ships with British and European allies a.l't.er the war. For moet 
Members of Congress, as well as moet officials of the executive 
branch, these factors tended to outweigh the demands, real or p0-
tential, of the dependent areas. 

The Communist Threat and Its Ef{ects on U.S. Polie;r Toward Colo­
nial Problems 

The primacy of these political and strategic factors was greatly 
reinforced during the cloeing months of World War II as the Ame .... 
ican people and the U.S. Government became progressively 
alarmed about Russian (Communist) expansionism. By the spring 
of 1945, in fact, the debate over postwar policy was shifting toward 
a new anti-Communist perspective. Spurred in part by warnings 
from W. Averell Harriman and George F. Kennan in Moscow, U.S. 
policymakers were rapidly abandoning their hopes for Great Power 
cooperation, and instead began streeaing the maintaining of U.S. 
power, and of U.S. relationships with Western European and Brit­
ish allies, in order to block the RUlISians. This, in turn, changed the 
focus on the colonial issue. Rather than a problem in itself, it was 
becoming subordinated to the larger problem of preventing Com­
munist expansion. This was exemplified by an OSS policy paper in 
April 1945 stating that the Russians seemed to be seeking to domi­
nate the world, and recommending that the U.s. take steps to 
block Russian expansionism. The first priority of the U.S., it 
argued, should be to create a strong European-American bloc in 
which France should play a key role. The U.S. should a void "cham· 
pioning schemes of international trusteeship which may provoke 
unrest and result in colonial disintegration, and may at the same 
time alienate us from the European states whose help we need to 
balance Soviet power." The memorandum went on to say, "The 
United States should realize its interest in the maintenance of the 
British, French and Dutch colonial empires. We should encourage 
liberalization of the colonial regimes in order the better to main­
tain them, and to check Soviet influence in the stimulation of colo­
nial revolt."u: 

By the time of the Potsdam Conference in July 1945, the RUlISian 
threat seemed increasingly ominous. During the Conference, Aver­
ell Harriman met with Secretary of War Stimson, Assistant Secre­
tary John J. McCloy, and Stimson's lI.88istant, Harvey H. Bundy, 
and, according to Stimson's diary, "confirmed the expanded d ... 
mands being made by the Russians." Harriman said, among other 
things, that Stalin had raised the question of a truateeship for 
Korea, and Stimson's reaction was that unless the British and 
French were willing to consider truateeships for Hong Kong and 
Indochina, the RUlISians might demand sole control of Korea. Stim· 
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aware of the implications of this issue for public and Senate accept­
ance of the U.N. Treaty. But they also appreciated the significance 
of British and other opposition to including colonies under the 
trusteeship system. and the need for maintaining strong relation­
ships with British and European allies after the war. For most 
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branch. these factors tended to outweigh the demands. real or p<>­
tential, of the dependent areas. 

TM Communist Threat and Its Effects on u.s. Policy Toward CoUr 
nial Problems 

The primacy of these political and strategic factors was greatly 
reinforced during the closing months of World War II as the Amer­
ican people and the U.S. Government became progressively 
alarmed about Russian (Communist) expansionism. By the spring 
of 1945, in fact, the debate over postwar poliey was shifting toward 
a new anti-Communist perspective. Spurred in part by warnings 
from W. Averell Harriman and George F. Kennan in Moscow, U.S. 
policymak:ers were rapidly abandoning their hopes for Great Power 
cooperation, and instead began stressing the maintaining of U.S. 
power, and of U.S. relationships with Western European and Brit­
ish allies. in order to block the Russians. This, in turn, changed the 
focus on the colonial issue. Rather than a problem in itself, it was 
becoming subordinated to the larger problem of preventing Com­
munist expansion, This was exemplified by an OSS poliey paper in 
April 1945 stating that the Russians seemed to be seeking to domi­
nate the world, and recommending that the U.S. take steps to 
block Russian expansionism. The first priority of the U.S., it 
argued, should be to create a strong European·American bloc in 
which France should playa key role, The U.S. should avoid "cham­
pioning schemes of international trusteeship which may provoke 
unrest and result in colonial disintegration, and may at the same 
time alienate us from the European states whose help we need to 
balance Soviet power," The memorandum went on to say. "The 
United States should realize its interest in the maintenance of the 
British, French and Dutch colonial empires, We should encourage 
liberalizetion of the colonial regimes in order the better to maIn­
tain them. and to check Soviet influence in the stimulation of colo­
nial revolt.}J U 

By the time of the Potsdam Conference in July 1945. the Russian 
threat seemed increasingly ominous. During the Conference. Aver-­
ell Harriman met with Secretary of War Stimson, Assistant Secre­
tary John J, McCloy, and Stimson's assistant. Harvey H. Bundy, 
and. according to Stimson's diary. "confIrmed the expanded de­
mands being made by the Russians." Harriman saId, among other 
things. that Stalin had raIsed the question of a trusteeship for 
Korea, and Stimson's reaction was that unless the British and 
French were willing to consider trusteeships for Hong Kong and 
Indochins. the Russians might demand sole control of Korea, Stim-
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son was so concerned about this possibility that he sought out 
President Truman, who supported what Ha,..,.iman had said. 
Truman also said, according to Stimson, that the Russians were 
bluffIng in some of their moves and demands, and that the V.S. 
was standing firm. And there is at this point in Stimson's diary 
only the briefest reference to the reason why Truman was willing 
to stand firm, and why he did not think that the Russian position 
on Korea required co,..,.esponding action by the 8ritish and French. 
Truman, said Stimson, ". . . was apparently relying greatly upon 
the information as to S-1,"" 

S-1 was the atomic bomb, which had just been tested successful­
ly, and Truman assumed that this change in the relative military 
power of the two countries would enable the V.S. to call any bluffs 
by the Russians. 

The Executive Branch Debates U.S. Poliey Toward Indochi1Ul 
Fear of Communist expansion also tended to strengthen the 

Office of European Affairs (EVR) in its argument with the Office of 
Far Eastern Affairs (FE) over V.S. policy toward Indochina. (Prior 
to 1944, the Office of Far Eastern Affairs had no jurisdiction over 
colonies. In 1944, a Division of Southwest Pacific Affairs was cre­
ated in FE, and was later renamed the Division of Southeast Asian 
Affairs. It could act on colonial questions only with the concur­
rence of the Office of European Affairs,) FE contended that the 
V.S. should insist on French concessions to the nationalists in Indo­
china. EUR on the other hand, urged the strengthening of France, 
and endorsed French repossession of Indochina. In support of this 
position, the V.S. Ambassador to France, Jefferson Caffery, report­
ed a conversation with de Gaulle, who said he did not understand 
American policy. (At that time, March 1945, the Japanese, after 
letting the Vichy French continue to administer Indochina during 
the war, had dismissed the French administration and were fight­
ing the French forces stationed in the area. The French had ap' 
pealed to the V.S. to assist them, but direct assistance had not been 
approved, and de Gaulle was upset about the failure of the V.S. to 
come to their aid.) "What are you driving at?" de Gaulle asked Caf­
fery. "Do you want us to become, for example, one of the federated 
states under the Russian aegis? The Russians are advancing apace 
as you well know. When Germany falls they will be upon us. If the 
public here comes to realize that you are against us in Indochina 
there will be terrific disappointment and nobody knows to what 
that will lead. We do not want to be Communist; we do not want to 
fall into the Russian orbit, but I hope that you do not push us into 
it."65 

In April 1945, shortly after Roosevelt's death. it became apparent 
that decisions on V .S. policy toward Indochina could no longer be 
postponed. The immediate need was to respond to French demands 
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for a role in the liberation of Indochina, a decision with obvious im­
plications for subsequent decisions affecting the area. 

In a meeting of the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee on 
April 13. 1945, Robert A. Lovett. then Assistant Secretary of War 
for Air. said that Admiral Raymond Fenard, Chief of the French 
Naval Mission in the United States, "had been using a technique of 
submitting a series of questions to various agencies of the United 
States Government and by obtaining even negative or noncommit­
tal responses thereto had been in effect writing American policy on 
Indo-China." Lovett added that U.S. policy needed to be clarified, 
and that Roosevelt's prohibition on discussing the postwar status of 
Indochina should "be reconsidered or reaffirmed promptly." The 
State Department representative on the committee, H. Freeman 
Matthews (Director of the Division of West European Affairs in 
EUR), concurred, but he also confirmed the existence of a "diver­
gence of views" within the State Department that was blocking 
action on the subject. The committee agreed to request the State 
Department to take up the matter with the President.·· 

In response to this action. the Division of West European Affairs 
proposed on April 20 a memorandum for the President essentially 
recommending support for the French position: 

The United States Government has publicly taken the posi­
tion that it recognizes the sovereign jurisdiction of France over 
French possessions overseas when those possessions are resist­
ing the enemy and has expressed the hope that it will see the 
reestablishment of the integrity of French territory. In spite of 
this general assurance, the negative policy 80 far pursued by 
this Government with respect to Indochina has aroused French 
suspicions concerning our intentions with respect to the future 
of that territory. This has had and continues to have a harmful 
effect on American relations with the French Government and 
people. 

Referring to the Yalta agreement that the trusteeship arrange­
ments of the U.N. would be based on voluntary action by Allied 
powers in placing dependent territories under trusteeship. the 
memorandum stated: 

General de Gaulle and his Government have made it abun­
dantly clear that they expect a proposed Indo-Chinese federa­
tion to function within the framework of the "French Union." 
There is consequently not the slightest possibility at the 
present time or in the foreseeable future that France will vol­
unteer to place Indo-China under an international trusteeship. 
or will coll!lent to any program of international accountability 
which is not applied to the colonial possessions of other 
powers. If an effort were made to exert pressure on the French 
Government, such action would have to be taken by the United 
States alone for France could rely upon the support of other 

~·Extnct of minutes of the April 13 mming in U"ikd Slates· Vietnam JUlatwn8, 1945-67. 
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colonial powers, notably, Great Britaln and the Netherlands. 
Such actions would likewise run counter to the established 
American policy of alding France to regain her strength in 
order that she may be better fitted to share responsibility in 
maintalning the peace of Europe and the wOrld. 

Accordingly, EUR recommended that the U.s. "neither oppose 
the restoration of Indo-China to France, with Or without a program 
of accountability, nOr take any action toward French overseas p0s­
sessions which it is not prepared to take or suggest with regard to 
the colonial possessions of our other Allies." 

It recommended, further, that the U.S. cOllBider French offers of 
military assistance in the Pacific "on their merits," and that if 
these actions had the effect of strengthening French claims of sov· 
ereignty over Indochina, that this should not bar the acceptance of 
such assistance. 

In its memorandum, EUR also recommended that the U.S. con· 
tinue efforts to get the French to liberalize "their past policy of 
limited opportunities for native participation in government and 
administration," as well as modifying "colonial preference" eco­
nomic policies. 

FE responded on April 21 with suggested changes in and addi­
tions to EUR's draft memorandum to the President. Prepared by 
Abbot Low Moffat, Chief of the Division of Southeast Asian Affairs, 
these emphasized the need to recognize the "independence senti· 
ment" in Indochina, and the adverse effect on U.s. interests which 
could result from a failure to recognize legitimate demands for self· 
government. "If really liberal policies toward Indochina are not 
adopted by the French-policies which recognize the paramount in· 
terest of the native people and guarantee within the foreseeable 
future a genuine opportunity for true, autonomous selfirQvern· 
ment-there will be substantial bloodshed and unrest for many 
years, threatening the economic and social progress and the peace 
and stability of Southeast Asia." 

James C. Dunn, Assistant Secretary of State (whose jurisdiction 
covered EUR), objected strenuously to the changes proposed by FE, 
and argued that it would be preferable to "let the matter drift." 
The U.s., he said, needed to strengthen its relationship with 
France, particularly in light of the new threat to the West posed by 
the Russians. 

Dunn was overruled, and EUR and FE were told by Under Secre­
tary of State Joseph C. Grew, who favored FE's position, to work 
out a compromise memorandum. During the following month they 
did so, but Dunn, then at the San Francisco Conference, sent back 
a "scorehing wire" opposing the proposed compromise." 

The issue became moot, however, and the memorandum was 
never sent to the President, as a result of a meeting between 
Truman and M. Georges Bidault on May 19. Acting on the basis of 
advice from the State Department, Truman told Bidault that the 
U.s. would welcome French assistance in the war in the Pacific. 
but that, because it was 8 military matter, decisions would have to 
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be made by U.S. military authorities in the field based on military 
needs and capabilities." 

Thus, on May 23 the answer went back to the State-War-Navy 
Coordinating Committee from H. Freeman Matthews for the State 
Department. Repeating the President's statements to Bidault, Mat­
thews suggested that "while avoiding so far as practicable unneces­
sary or long-term commitments with regard to the amount or char­
acter of any assistance which the United States may give to French 
resistance forces in Indochina, this Government should continue to 
afford such assistance as does not interfere with the requirements 

• of other planned operations."'· 
On June 2, 1945, U.S. hands-<>ff policy toward Indochina was ce­

mented further by Secretary of State Stettinius in a meeting in 
San Francisco with Bidault and Henri Bonnet, French Ambassador 
to the United States. Stettinius "made it clear to Bidault that the 
record was entirely innocent of any official statement of this gov­
ernment questioning, even by implication, French sovereignty over 
Indochina."'· 

On June 22, 1945, the position of the State Department on U.S. 
policy toward Indochina was finally hammered out in a policy 
paper prepared for the use of the War Department, entitled, "An 
Estimate of Conditions in Asia and the Pacific at the Close of the 
War in the Far East and the Objectives and Policies of the United 
States."·' The U.S., it said, had two objectives: peace and security 
in the Far East, which required "increased political freedom" in co­
lonial areas; and the maintenance of world peace and security, 
which required the cooperation of colonial powers with the United 
States. Faced with the need to "harmonize" policy in relation to 
these objectives, "The United States Government," the paper con­
cluded, "may properly continue to state the political principle 
which it has frequently announced, that independent peoples 
should be given the opportunity, if necessary after an adequate 
period of preparation, to achieve an increased measure of self-gov­
ernment, but it should avoid any course of action which would seri­
ously impair the unity of the major United Nations." 

In discussing Indochina specifically, the paper stated that there 
was a strong independence movement, and that the French would 
"encounter serious difficulty" in reestablishing control over the 
country. "An increased measure of self-government would seem es­
sential if the Indochinese are to be reconciled to continued French 
control," the paper added, but such action appeared unlikely. As 
far as U.S. policy was concerned, the conclusion of the paper was 
as follows: 

The United States recognizes French sovereignty over Indo­
china. It is, however, the general policy of the United States to 
favor a policy which would allow colonial peoples an opportuni­
ty to prepare themselves for increased participation in their 
own government with eventual self-government as the goal. 

USee Grew's memottlndum tQ Truman, May 16, 1945. in FRUS, 1945. vol. VI, pp. 3fJ7-308. 
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The position of the Europeanists, as they were called by some, 
was generally sustained in the June policy paper, and was rein­
forced as the cordial relations of wartime grew cool. By August 
1945, as has been noted, it was the announced policy of the U.S. to 
support French repossession of Indochina. Truman even denied 
that trusteeship was an option. In a conversation with Madame 
Chiang Kai-shek on August 29, he was asked by Madame Chiang 
about Roosevelt's proposal for a trusteeship for Indochina. His 
reply was that "there had been no discUB8ion of a trusteeship for 
Indo China as far as he was concerned."·' 

In September 1945, as violence broke out when the French began 
reoccupying Vietnam, the Office of Far Eastern Affalrs recom­
mended that a commission of the war-time allies be sent to Viet­
nam to investigate the situation and to seek a compromise solution. 
The Office of European Affairs and others in the State Department 
objected, however, and George Kennan cabled from his post in 
Moscow that although the RUB8ians probably would not intervene 
directly in Indochina, they were seeking to have the French and 
other Western powers removed from the area so as to leave it 
"completely open to communist penetration." Under Secretary of 
State Dean Acheson approved the recommendation of the Office of 
European Affalrs that the proposal not be acted upon unless the 
situation worsened markedly.·' 

Beginning in September 1945, and continuing until March 1946, 
Ho Chi Minh made a number of efforta to bring the Vietnamese 
cause to the attention of the U.S. Government, but his letters to 
Truman and to Secretary of State James F. Byrnes, as well as con­
versations with U.S. diplomate, were oft1cially ignored on the 
grounds that the U.S. could not become directly involved in the 
French-Vietnamese situation .• ' 

Until the publication of the memoirs of Archimedes L. A. Patti, 
there was no indication, nor was there any reason to believe, that 
any Member of Congress had been the intended recipient of a com­
munication from Ho Chi Minh concerning the efforta being made 
by the Vietnamese to solicit U.S. assistance. Patti, however, has re­
vealed that Ho Chi Minh also attempted to contact Congress 
through a letter addressed to the chairman of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee, which, Patti says, "reached my desk" in the 
State Department sometime between mid-November 1945 and 
March 1946.·' It is doubtful whether the letter was eVer transmit­
ted by the Department of State to the Foreign Relations Commit­
tee, but there is no avallable evidence one way or the other. 

There is also no record that at this stage any Member of Con­
gress questioned the policy of the executive branch toward Ind<>­
china, despite strong and continuing congressional opposition to 
colonialism. 
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The position of the Europeanists, as they were called by some, 
was generally sustained in the June policy paper, and was rein­
forced as the cordial relations of wartime grew cool. By August 
1945, as has been noted, it was the announced policy of the U.S. to 
support French repossession of Indochina. Truman even denied 
that trusteeship was an option. In a conversation with Madame 
Chiang Kai-ilhek on August 29, he was asked by Madame Chiang 
about Roosevelt's proposal for a trusteeship for Indochina. His 
reply was that "there had been no discussion of a trusteeship for 
Indo China as far as he Was concerned."" 

In September 1945, as violence broke out when the French began 
reoccupying Vietnam, the Office of Far Eastern Affairs recom­
mended that a commission of the war-time allies be sent to Viet­
nam to investigate the situation and to seek a compromise solution. 
The Office of European Affairs and others in the State Department 
objected, however, and George Kennan cabled from his post in 
Moscow that although the Russians probably would not intervene 
directly in Indochina, they were seeking to have the French and 
other Western powers removed from the area so as to leave it 
"completely open to communist penetration." Under Secretary of 
State Dean Acheson approved the recommendation of the Office of 
European Affairs that the proposal not be acted upon unless the 
situation worsened markedly.·' 

Beginning in September 1945, and continuing until March 1946, 
Ho Chi Minh made a number of efforts to bring the Vietnamese 
cause to the attention of the U.S. Government, but his letters to 
Truman and to Secretary of State James F. Byrnes, as well as con­
versations with U.S. diplomata, were officially ignored on the 
grounds that the U.S. could not become directly involved in the 
French-Vietnamese situation .• ' 

Until the publication of the memoirs of Archimedes L. A. Patti, 
there was no indication, nor was there any reason to believe, that 
any Member of Congress had been the intended recipient of a com­
munication from Ho Chi Minh concerning the efforts being made 
by the Vietnamese to solicit U.S. assistance. Patti, however, has re­
vealed that Ho Chi Minh a1ao attempted to contact Congress 
through a letter addressed to the chairman of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee, which, Patti says, "reached my desk" in the 
State Department sometime between mid-November 1945 and 
March 1946. so It is doubtful whether the letter was ever transmit­
ted by the Department of State to the Foreign Relations Commit­
tee, but there is no available evidence one way or the other. 

There is a1ao no record that at this stage any Member of Con­
gress questioned the policy of the executive branch toward Indo­
china, despite strong and continuing congressional opposition to 
colonialism. 
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Congress Begins Debate on U.S. Policy in Asia 
Questions were being raised in Congress in late 1945, however, 

about U.S. policy in Asia, and about China in particular. The U.S. 
Ambassador to China, Patrick J. Hurley, had resigned, charging 
that U.S. efforts to support the Nationalist government were being 
undercut by Foreign Service officers who favored the Chinese Com­
munists. He was strongly supported by several Members of Con­
gress led by Senator Styles Bridges miN .H.), and at Bridges' insti­
gation the Foreign Relations Committee held hearings on the 
matter in December 1945 with Hurley as a leading witness.·' 

The issue was ripe for investigation. U.S. policy had been to sup­
port the Nationalists while encouraging them to work with the 
Communists in the war against the Japanese, to be followed by a 
negotiated political settlement between the Nationalists and the 
Communists to achieve poetwar stability. In <ktober 1945, when it 
began to appear that the Communists would occupy key parts of 
North China being vacated by the Japanese, the U.S. sent 50,000 
Marines to the area to hold it pending the arrival of Nationalist 
troops. Despite orders not to become involved in the conflict be­
tween the oppoeing sides, U.S. forces became engaged in h06tile 
action against Communist troops, and the U.S. commander in 
China, Gen. Albert C. Wedemeyer, recommended that the troops 
either be strengthened or withdrawn. 6 7 Secretary of War Robert P. 
Patterson and Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal argued that 
the U.S. had to take steps to prevent the Russians from controlling 
Manchuria and North China, and urged the State Department to 
clarify U.S. policy in this respect, and to take up the matter with 
the Russians and, if necessary, with the U.N. Meanwhile, they said, 
U.S. forces should not be withdrawn, but a clearer directive should 
be given to General Wedemeyer .• • 

There were objections to the deployment of U.S. forces in China 
from some Members of Congress, primarily Democrats of liberal 
persuasion. Chairman Connally advised against U.S. military inter­
vention on behalf of what he considered a "corrupt and reaction­
ary" government. Representative Mike Mansfield (D/Mont.l 
warned a State Department representative that deployment of the 
Marines could be used by the Russians as an excuse to continue 
their occupation of Manchuria.·' Others argued that the U.S. 
should not becsme involved in a civil war, and that the public 
would not support another war in the Far East. 

The hearings by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee were 
inconclusive, and the committee dropped the issue without coming 
to a formal decision and without writing a report. 7 0 In part, this 
resulted from Truman's appointment on December 15, 1945, of 
Gen. George C. Marshall as his personal representative to China. 
Marshall was a man of outstanding reputation and ability, and his 
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Conqess Begins DeooUi on u.s. Policy in Asia 
Questions were being raised in Congress in late 1945, however, 

about U.S. policy in Asia, and about China in particular. The U.S. 
Ambassador to China, Patrick J. Hurley, had resigned, charging 
that U.S. efforts to support the Nationalist government were being 
undercut by Foreign Service officers who favored the Chinese Com­
munists. He was strongly supported by several Members of Con­
gress led by Senator Styles Bridges eR/N.H.), and at Bridges' insti­
gation the Foreign Relations Committee held hearings on the 
matter in December 1945 with Hurley as a leading witness.·· 

The issue was ripe for investigation. U.S. policy had been to sup­
port the Nationalists while encouraging them to work with the 
Communists in the war against the Japanese, to be followed by a 
negotiated political settlement between the Nationalists and the 
Communists to achieve postwar stability. In October 1945, when it 
began to appear that the Communists would occupy key parts of 
North China being vacated by the Japanese, the U.S. sent 50,000 
Marines to the area to hold it pending the arrival of Nationalist 
troops. Despite orders not to become involved in the conflict be­
tween the opposing sides, U.S. forces became engaged in h06tile 
action against Communist troops, and the U.S. commander in 
China, Gen. Albert C. Wedemeyer, recommended that the troops 
either be strengthened or withdrawn.47 Secretary of War Robert P. 
Patterson and Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal argued that 
the U.S. had to take steps to prevent the Russians from controlling 
Manchuria and North China, and urged the State Department to 
clarify U.S. policy in this respect, and to take up the matter with 
the Russians and, if necessary, with the U.N. Meanwhile, they said, 
U.S. forces should not be withdrawn, but a clearer directive should 
be given to General Wedemeyer.'· 

There were objections to the deployment of U.S. forces in China 
from some Members of Congress, primarily Democrats of liberal 
persuasion. Chairman Connally advised against U.S. military inter­
vention on behalf of what he considered a "corrupt and reaction­
ary" government. Representative Mike Mansfield (D/Mont.) 
warned a State Department representative that deployment of the 
Marines could be used by the RUBSians as an excuse to continue 
their occupation of Manchuria.·· Others argued that the U.S. 
should not become involved in a civil war, and that the public 
would not support another war in the Far East. 

The hearings by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee were 
inconclusive, and the committee dropped the issue without coming 
to a formal decision and without writing a report.70 In part, this 
resulted from Truman's appointment on December 15, 1945, of 
Gen. George C. Marshall as his personal representative to China. 
Marshall was a man of outstanding reputation and ability, and his 
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appointment had the desired effect of suppressing, for the moment, 
the partisan political debate over China. 

In a broader sense, however, the abortive inquirr into U.S. Far 
Eastern policy was indicative of the state of affai.rB In 1945 with re­
spect to Congress' role in foreign policy. Although Members of Con· 
gress had been actively involved in the establishment of the U.N., 
they had not participated as actively in the making of other m*r 
foreign policy decisions affecting the postwar world. As H. Bradford 
Westerfield has noted, "As an issue in American politics interna' 
tional relations came to be nearly synonymous with international 
organization, and as the months went by public figures and politi· 
cal leaders of both parties reached extraordinary consensus on that 
subject-while the decisions which really did most to shape the 
postwar world were made largely in private by the military, the 
l'resident, and a few advisers who, for the most part, were leaders 
of neither political party."" 

This preoccupation with the establishment of the U.N. also 
tended to result in a corresponding orientation in public and con· 
gressional attitudes, which, in turn, reinforced the inaction of Con· 
gress in other foreign policy areas and the making of other deci· 
sions. 

The continuing struggle to exclude "politics" from foreign policy, 
and to develop a bipartisan or nonpartiaan approach to foreign pol. 
icymaking, also had the effect of inhibiting congressional inquiry. 
This was particularly true in the case of a subject, such as China, 
which lent itself to partisan exploitation. When it became apparent 
that conservative RepUblicans, led by Senator Bridges, were at· 
tempting to make a partisan issue out of Hurley's charges, there 
was strong bipartisan support from members of the committee for 
Chairman Connally's efforts to shorten the hearings, as well as not 
issuing a report on the hearings. In so doing, of course, the commit· 
tee was continuing its war-time collaboration with the Executive, 
but the effect, as Connally knew full well, was also to protect the 
new Democratic President, as well as to help congressional Demo­
crats in the upcoming 1946 election. 

In addition, of course, few Members of Congress, even on the for· 
eign policy committees, had much background or experience in in· 
ternational relations. Congressional foreign policy committees were 
still staffed by only a few persons, none of whom had specialized 
training in the field. Only after passage in 1946 of the Legislative 
Reorganization Act did the committees begin to get "professional" 
staff and to develop a more active role. 

In light of these and other factors it is not surprising that the 
1945 Foreign Relations Committee inquiry on the Far East died 
aboming. But the effect, as one scholar has suggested, was to de­
prive the country of a public examination of key questions facing 
the United States in Asia at a time when such an inquiry could 
have been beneficial" As Westerfield has also noted, partisan di· 
visions over China policy in the following years were attributable, 
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appointment had the desired effect of suppressing, for the moment, 
the partisan political debate over China. 

In a broader sense, however, the abortive inquiry into U.S. Far 
Eastern policy was indicative of the state of affairs in 1945 with re­
spect to Congress' role in foreign policy. Although Members of Con­
gress had been actively involved in the establishment of the U.N., 
they had not participated as actively in the malting of other m!\jor 
foreign policy decisions affecting the postwar world. As H. Bradford 
Westerfield has noted, "As an issue in American politics interna­
tional relations came to be nearly synonymous with international 
organization. and as the months went by public figures and politi­
cal leaders of both parties reached extraordinary consensus on that 
subject-while the decisions which really did most to shape the 
postwar world were made largely in private by the military, the 
President, and a few advisers who, for the most part, were leaders 
of neither political party." 11 

This preoccupation with the establishment of the U.N. also 
tended to result in a corresponding orientation in public and con­
gressional attitudes. which, in turn, reinforced the inaction of Con­
gress in other foreign policy areas and the maJting of other deci­
sions. 

The continuing struggle to exclude "politics" from foreign policy, 
and to develop a bipartisan or nonpartisan approach to foreign pol­
icymaking. also had the effect of inhibiting congressional inquiry. 
This was particularly true in the case of a subject, such as China, 
which lent itself to partisan exploitation. When it became apparent 
that conservative RepUblicans, led by Senator Bridges, were at­
tempting to make a partisan issue out of Hurley's charges. there 
was strong bipartisan support from members of the committee for 
Chairman Connally's efforts to shorten the hearings, as well as not 
issuing a report on the hearings. In so doing, of course, the commit­
tee was continuing its war-time collaboration with the Executive, 
but the effect, as Connally knew full well, was also to protect the 
new Democratic President, as well as to help congressional Demo­
crats in the upcoming 1946 election. 

In addition, of course, few Members of Cougress, even on the for­
eign policy committees, had much background or experience in in­
ternational relations. Cougressional foreign policy committees were 
still staffed by only a few persons, none of whom had specialized 
training in the field. Only after passage in 1946 of the Legislative 
Reorganization Act did the committees begin to get "professional" 
staff and to develop a more active role. 

In light of these and other factors it is not surprising that the 
1945 Foreign Relations Committee inquiry on the Far East died 
aborning. But the effect, as one scholar has suggested, was to de­
prive the country of a public examination of key questions facing 
the United States in Asia at a time when such an inquiry could 
have been beneficial.72 As Westerfield has also noted, partisan di­
visions over China policy in the following years were attributable. 
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at least in part, to congressional avoidance of the China issue in 
1945-47.13 

U.S. forces were withdrawn from China in 1946, and Marshall 
continued his efforts to bring peace and stability to the country." 
By the end of 1946, however, he concluded that his mission would 
not succeed and he returned home. In 1947, Congress began active­
ly debating U.S. policy toward China. 

Before turning to this next phase it would be well to summarize 
developments to this point. By the time the Second World War 
ended, a way appeared to have been found by which to achieve a 
foreign policy conaensus between the legislative and the executive 
branches, thus overcoming the policy differences that could result 
from the separation of powers. But this, in turn, contained the 
seeds of its own contradiction. While these efforts to correct the 
consequences of the failure to establish the League of Nations 
proved to be successful in the ease of the U.N., in the end they had 
unforeseen consequences of an opposite kind in the postwar period. 

Similarly, the decisions on trusteeships and the acquisition of 
U.S. bases in the Pacific had an adverse effect on U.S. leadership 
on the colonial issue and helped to set the stage for future events 
in Asia, even though they may also have helped to establish strong­
er international and regional security arrangements. 

The War Begins in Vietnam, 19.66-.68 
By late 1945, storm signals were flying in Asia. The Communists 

were exerting pressure on several countries, and in China the 
United States was being asked to provide assistance, including mili· 
tary training and advice, to the government in power to assist it in 
fighting Communist insurgents. 

Although the United States was not directly involved in Viet· 
nam, developments there during 194G-48 were also of concern to 
the U.s. Government, particularly to the Division of Southeast 
Asian Affairs. But as Abbot Low Moffat said subsequently, "With 
French forces back in Indochina and with all potential leverage 
gone, there was little that the United States could do to alter the 
outcome."15 Thus, the United States did little more than to observe 
while the French reoccupied the country. Fighting continued in the 
south. but on March 6, 1946. an agreement was signed by which 
the Vietnamese consented to "welcome amicably" the return of the 

• French Army to the northern part of Vietnam. and the French to 
recognize the existence of the Vietnamese Republic (the Democrat­
ic Republic of Vietnam, or DRV, which then claimed to represent 
all of Vietnam). as a "free state" with its own government and 
army, as a part of the French Union. Further negotiations failed to 
produce results, however. and the French announced that the 
southern part of Vietnam-COChin China, where their economic in-
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at least in part, to congressional avoidance of the China issue in 
1945-47.73 

U.s. forces were withdrawn from China in 1946. and Marshall 
continued his efforts to bring peace and stability to the country." 
By the end of 1946, however. he concluded that his mission would 
not succeed and he returned home. In 1947. Congress began active­
ly debating U.S. policy toward China. 

Before turning to this next phase it would be well to summarize 
developments to this point. By the time the Second World War 
ended. a way appeared to have been found by which to achieve a 
foreign policy con.sensus between the legislative and the executive 
branches. thus overcoming the policy differences that could result 
from the separation of powers. But this. in turn, contaioed the 
seeds of its own contradiction. While these efforts to correct the 
consequences of the failure to establish the League of Nations 
proved to be successful in the case of the U.N., in the end they had 
unforeseen consequences of an opposite kind in the postwar period. 

Similarly, the decisions on trusteeships and the acquisition of 
U.S. bases in the Pacific had an adverse effect on U.S. leadership 
on the colonial issue and helped to set the stage for future events 
in Asia, even though they may a1so have helped to establish strong­
er international and regional security arrangements. 

The War Begins in Vietnam, 1948-48 
By late 1945, storm signals were flying in Asia. The Communists 

were exerting pressure on several countries, and in China the 
United States was being asked to provide aasistance, including mili­
tary training and advice, to the government in power to assist it in 
fighting Communist insurgents. 

Although the United States was not directly involved in Viet­
nam, developments there during 1946-48 were a1so of concern to 
the U.S. Government, particularly to the Division of Southeast 
Asian Affairs. But as Abbot Low Moffat said subsequently, "With 
French forces back in Indochina and with all potential leverage 
gone, there was little that the United States could do to alter the 
outcome."" Thus, the United States did little more than to observe 
while the French reoccupied the country. Fighting continued in the 
south, but on March 6, 1946, an agreement was signed by which 
the Vietnamese consented to "welcome amicably" the return of the 
French Army to the northern part of Vietnam, and the French to 
recognize the existence of the Vietnamese RepUblic (the Democrat­
ic Republic of Vietnam, or DRV, Which then claimed to represent 
all of Vietnam), as a "free state" with its own government and 
army. as a part of the French Union. Further negotiations failed to 
produce results, however, and the French announced that the 
southern part of Vietnam-COChin China, where their economic in-
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terests were concentrated-was being established as a "free repub­
lic," obviously to protect their most important holdings and to 
thwart the reunification of the north and the iIOuth. The Democrat­
ic Republic of Vietnam objected, and additional negotiations were 
postponed. 

In late 1946, the "First Indochina War" began as fighting broke 
out between French and DRV forces in the northern part of Viet­
nam. On November 26, the French shelled Haiphong, which was 
under the control of the DRV, killing 6,000 or more Vietnamese. 
On December 19, the Vietnamese attacked French forces in Hanoi 
and the French then occupied the city. Ho Chi Minh and other 
DRV leaders fled, and the war began. In 1947, as the war contin­
ued, the French turned to Bao Dai, but for months he resisted their 
entreaties while urging greater concessions to Vietnamese nation­
alism. 

Reactions in the Division of Southeaat Asian Affairs were that 
the U.S. was being put in an increasingly difficult situation by the 
French. On January 7, 1947, Moffat cabled from Bangkok during a 
trip to the region: ". . . feel impelled as chief SEA [Southeaat Asia] 
urge prompt US action aimed terminate war Vietnam not only 
save countless lives but protect position US and other democracies 
SEA. Hanrls-<>ff policy seems here based European considerations 
and temporary French political situation and appears as US ap­
proval French military reconquest Vietnam although in fact Viet­
nam record no worse than French." "Soviets not directly active 
SEA," he added, "and need not be as democracies performing most 
effectively their behalf. Moral leadership by US essential this area, 
hundred million people increasing nationalist." He concluded that 
"Because of recent French action believe permanent political solu­
tion can now be based only on independent Vietnam (alternative is 
gigantic armed colonial camp). , .. "76 

Moffat and his associates, however, were rowing against the tide. 
In late 1946, as he said subsequently, "a concern about Communist 
expansion began to be evident in the Department." This led to a 
"fixation on the theory of monolithic, aggreIlSive communism that 
began to develop at this time and to affect our objective analyses of 
certain problems."" 

On May 13, 1947, Secretary of State Marshall cabled the U.S. 
Ambassador in France expressing concern about the lack of 
progress in settling the "Indochina dispute," and concluding by 
warning: "Vietnam cause proving rallying-ery for all anti-Western 
forces and playing into hands Communists all areas. We fear con­
tinuation conflict may jeopardize position all Western democratic 
powers in southern Asia and lead to very eventualities of which we 
most apprehensive. 'I1S 

The Commitment is Made to "Containment" and to tlu! Defense of 
"Free Peoples H 

As the situation in Vietnam continued to worsen, so did the situ­
ation in Europe, Early in 1947 the U.S. was officially informed that 
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terests were concentrated-was being established as a "free repub­
lic," obviously to protect their most important holdings and to 
thwart the reunification of the north and the south. The Democrat­
ic Republic of Vietnam objected, and additional negotiations were 
postponed. 

In late 1946, the "First Indochlna War" began as fighting broke 
out between French and DRV fOrcES in the northern part of Viet­
nam. On November 26, the French shelled Haiphong, which was 
under the control of the DRV, killing 6,001) or more Vietnamese. 
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and the French then occupied the city. Ho Chi Minh and other 
DRV leaders fled, and the war began. In 1947, as the war contin­
ued, the French turned to Bao Dai, but for months he resisted their 
entreaties while urging greater conceasions to Vietnamese nation­
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save countless lives but protect position US and other democracies 
SEA. Hands-<>ff policy seems here hased European considerations 
and temporary French political situation and appears as US ap­
proval French military reconquest Vietnam although in fact Viet­
nam record no worse than French." "Soviets not directly active 
SEA," he added, "and need not be as democracies performing most 
effectively their behalf. Moral leadership by US essential this area, 
hundred million people increasing nationalist." He concluded that 
"Because of recent French action believe permanent political solu­
tion can now be hased only on inde~ndent Vietnam (alternative is 
gigantic armed colonial camp), ... ". 

Moffat and his associates, however. were rowing against the tide. 
In late 1946, as he said subsequently. "a concern about Communist 
expansion began to be evident in the Department." This led to a 
'TllUltion on the theory of monolithic, aggreossive communism that 
began to develop at this time and to affect our objective analyses of 
certain problems."" 

On May 13, 1947. Secretary of State Marshall cabled the U,S, 
Ambassador in France expressing concern about the lack of 
progress in settling the "Indochlna diepute," and concluding by 
warning: "Vietnam cause proving rallying-cry for all anti-Western 
forces and playing into hands Communists all areas. We fear con­
tinuation conflict may jeopardize position all Western democratic 
powers in southern Asia and lead to very eventualities of which we 
most apprehensive."'· 

The CommitlTU!!nt is }Jade to "ConlainlTU!!nt" and to the Defense of 
"Free Peoples" 

As the situation in Vietnam continued to worsen. so did the situ­
ation in Europe. Early in 1947 the U.S. was officially informed that 



the British were withdrawing from the area of Greece and Turkey. 
This led to the making of a commitment by the United States-the 
Greek-Turkish aid program-through which the U.S., in effect, as­
sumed Britain's role in the area. But the commitment was not just 
to Greece and Turkey. Rhetorically, at least, it was, in the words of 
what became known as the "Truman doctrine," to defend "free 
peoples" everywhere. 7 • 

In his address to Congress on March 12, 1947 on the new aid pro­
gram, President Truman depicted the world situation as one in­
volving a choice between democracy and communism, and declared 
that "totalitarian regimes imposed on free peoples, by direct or in­
direct aggression, undermine the foundations of international 
peace and hence the security of the United States." "I believe," he 
said, "that it must be the policy of the United States to support 
free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed mi­
norities Or by outside pressures." The U.S. had the responsibility to 
keep alive the "hope of people for a better life." "The free peoples 
of the world look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms. 
If we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the 
world-and we shall surely endanger the welfare of our own 
Nation." Failure to aid Greece, which was threatened by Commu­
nist insurgents, and to preserve the national integrity of Turkey, 
would have a profound effect on Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and 
ultimately on the United States.80 

This concept is of fundamental importance in the search for the 
tributaries of public policy which, when joined, formed the stream 
of policy that carried the U.S. toward involvement in Vietnam. 
Prior to the Truman doctrine there was no "doctrine" of interven­
tion, no assertion of a universal commitment to the defense of free­
dom. The Truman doctrine--though this was not the intention of 
at least some of those involved in its conception-provided a gener­
alized philosophy of intervention, however, that was as broad in its 
potential application as the concept of the United Nations had 
been in relation to maintaining peace throughout the world. 

One indication of the broad applicability of the Truman doctrine, 
and the endurance of the philosophy of intervention which it repre­
sented, was the speech by President Ronald Reagan to a joint Bell­
sion of Congress on April 2:1, 1983, on the situation in Central 
America, in which Reagan said, quoting the above passages from 
Truman's speech (but without identifying these passages as the 
Truman doctrine): "President Truman's words are as apt today as 
they were in 1947 .... The countries of Central America are 
smaller than the nations that prompted President Truman's mes­
sage. But the political and strategic stakes are the same ... •• 

The Truman doctrine was based On the policy of "containment" 
formulated by George Kennan, a Foreign Service officer and RI1&-
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sian expert, in early 1946, and made public in Kennan's anony­
mous article in Foreign Affairs in July 1947, "The Sources of Soviet 
Conduct," (signed simply by the letter "X"). According to Kennan, 
" ... the main element of any United States policy toward the 
Soviet Union must be that of a long-term, patient but nrm and 
vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies. . .. Soviet 
pressure can be contained by the adroit and vigilant application of 
counter-force at a series of shifting geographical and political 
points .... " 

Kennan suggested "containment" as a response to Russian ex­
pansionism, and not as general policy for all situations involving a 
perceived Communist threat. Although he supported aid to Greece, 
he objected strenuously to the "sweeping nature of the commit­
ments" implied by the language in President Truman's sEh on 
Greek-Turkish aid in which he referred to the defense of ' free pe0-
ples." Kennan urged that this phrase be removed from the speech, 
and in his memoirs he said he regretted its effect on subsequent 
policymaking, CUlminating in the Vietnam war:·' 

Throughout the ensuing two decades the conduct of our for­
eign policy would continue to be bedeviled by people in our 
own government as well as in other governments who could 
not free themselves from the belief that all another country 
had to do, in order to qualify for American aid, was to demon­
strate the existence of a Communist threat. Since almost no 
country was without a Communist minority, this assumption 
carried very far. And as time went on, the firmness of under­
standing for these distinctions on the part of our own public 
and governmental establishment appeared to grow weaker 
rather than stronger. In the 1960s so absolute would be the 
value attached, even by people within the government, to the 
mere existence of a Communist threat, that such a threat 
would be viewed as calling, in the ease of Southeast Asia, for 
an American response on a tremendous scale, without serious 
regard even to those main criteria that most of us in 1947 
would have thought it natural and e6Sential to apply. 

Kennan and some of his associates did succeed in getting Under 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson, who testified before Congress on 
the Greek-Turkish aid request, to state that the Truman doctrine 
was not applicable to every situation involving a Communist 
threat, but Acheson also acknowledged, in response to questions 
from Senator Connally, that although each ease would have to be 
handled individually, "the principle is clear. . . we are concerned 
where a people already enjoying free institutions are being coerced 
to give them up." And he agreed with Connally that although the 
U.S. might react differently in different cases, it would react.· 3 

Moreover, as pointed out by Louis J. Halle, an associate of Ken­
nan's on the Policy Planning Staff, Truman's rhetoric was not the 
SOUrce of the problem. The commitment to provide aid to Greece 
and Turkey, he said, "made sense only as part of a larger commit-
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ment, which was therefore implicit in it. There is no such thing as 
filling only one corner of a power vacuum. It follows that the 
Truman doctrine was implicit in aid to Greece and Turkey, rather 
than being merely the independent consequence of a statement in 
President Truman's message of March 12. Nothing essential would 
have been altered by leaving the statement out."·· 

Both Halle and Kennan take exception to what Halle calls the 
"universalistic disposition of American thinking," which they feel 
was responsible, at least in part, for the tendency to make general 
policy out of the Greek-Turkish situation, and to apply the Truman 
doctrine to situations where it is not relevant or efficacious. Halle 
cites one episode which he says illustrates this kind of thinking, 
and which, for present purposes, also bears on the origin of support 
for anti-Communist regional security pacts such as the Southeast 
Asia Treaty Organization (SEA TO). At some point in 1948, accord­
ing to Halle, and he is apparently the only source for this, Dean 
Rusk, Director of the Office of U.N. Affairs, called a meeting at the 
request of Secretary Marshall to consider preparing a treaty to in­
clude any and all non-Communist countries in the world "disposed 
to resist the expansion of the Soviet Union." Halle says that this 
was the first meeting in the chain of events that ultimately pro­
duced NATO, but that the original conception was "one arrange­
ment that would embrace, alike, the defense of Japan, of South 
Asia, of West Europe, and of any other threatened areas of the 
world.u8

$ 

Some writers have argued that the Truman doctrine was couched 
in broad terms to ensure public and congressional support; that it 
was not intended to be "universal doctrine"; and that between 1947 
and 1950 the Truman administration continued to make choices, to 
define the national interest selectively, and to recognize the limits 
of American interest and power. They conclude, therefore, that it 
was not a "turning point"; rather, that the fall of China and its 
effects on American politics, followed by the Korean war, forced 
the U.S. to take a more general anti-Communist stand, thus uni­
versalizing the Truman doctrine·. This analysis, while useful in 
explaining the disjunction between the development of public sup­
port for policy and the carrying out of that policy, is quite wide of 
the mark in other respects. Although the Truman administration 
limited U.S. involvement in China, it never retreated from the con­
cept of defending free JX!'lples everywhere. Moreover, the selective 
application of a general principle does not necessarily vitiate that 
principle; thus, in 1950, after the Communists became more aggres­
sive, but prior to the Korean war, the Truman administration de­
veloped a comprehensive plan-NSC 68-for implementing the con­
tainment policy and the Truman doctrine. The application of the 
Truman doctrine in 1947-50 may not have been a "turning point," 
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but its fonnulation and enunciation surely were, as its subsequent 
application suggests. 

This interpretation is supported by the most authoritative ac­
count of the development of the Truman doctrine, The Fi/U!en 
Weeks, by Joseph M. Jones, who was then a public affaire officer in 
the State Department. As Jones amply demoIllltrates, those who 
were involved in the momentous events of that IS-week period 
were convinced that they were participating in a historic moment; 
one which would, indeed, be considered a "turning point." More­
over, there was general if not unanimous agreement that, as Jones 
said, "Greece and Turkey were only the crux of a world problem, 
and that, although they were in the moet urgent need, they were 
only two of many countries that might require United States sup­
port in one form Or another."·? 

Dean Rusk, who was made Director of the Office of U.N. Affairs 
on March 5, 1947, the day after the first draft of Truman's message 
to Congress had been prepared, and who objected to the lack of ref­
erence in the speech to U.S. confidence in the Unlted Nations and 
the reasons for unilateral action outside the U.N., agrees with 
those who argue that the language which became known as the 
Truman doctrine was included in the speech for political reasons: 
". _ . my own recollection is very clear that what has been called 
the Truman Doctrine was never intended to be of universal appli­
cability and that the language Mr. Truman Ulled was a part of the 
rhetoric in getting aid for Greece and Turkey."·· Yet, in 1966, in 
one of his most notable appearances before the Senate Foreign Re­
lations Committee during the Vietnam war, Rusk began his testi­
mony by quoting the Truman doctrine, saying, "That is the policy 
we are applying in Vietnam in coIlllection with specific commit­
ments which we have taken in regard to that country."·· 

Although the Greek-Turkish aid bill was presented in response to 
an aileged "crisis," the executive branch had, indeed, been plan­
ning for some months to take such stepe, and, as in the case of the 
1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, used a dramatic event as the occa­
sion for action. As early as September of 1946, the Secretaries of 
State, War, and Navy had agreed that the U.S. should assist other 
friendly nations "in every way" with economic and military aid .. o 
In February 1947, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Chief of 
Staff of the Army, sent a memorandum to the Secretary of War 
suggesting a study of ail other countries in addition to Greece and 
Turkey that were in need of assistance, "with a view to asking for 
an appropriation to cover the whole."·' A week before Truman 
proposed the Greek-Turkish aid program to Congreas, Under Secre­
tary of State Acheson ordered similar studies, but decided that 
future plans should not be made public. "If F.D.R. were alive," he 
said, ") think) know what he'd do. He would make a statement of 
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mony by quoting the Truman doctrine, saying, "That is the policy 
we are applying in Vietnam in connection with specific commit­
ments which we have taken in regard to that country."·' 

Although the Greek-Turkish aid bill was presented in response to 
an alleged "crisis," the executive branch had, indeed, been plan­
ning for some months to take such steps. and, as in the case of the 
1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, used a dramatic event as the occa­
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global policy but confine his request for money right now to Greece 
and Turkey."·' 

In its action on the Greek-Turkish aid request, Congress general­
ly endorsed both the request and the broad commitments contained 
in the Truman doctrine, although both foreign policy committees, 
especially the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, cautioned 
against the general application of the Truman doctrine. 

In his opening statement in the Senate's debate On the Greek­
Turkish aid bill, Senator Vandenberg, then chairman of the For­
eign Relations Committee, followed Truman's lead and took a simi­
lar position on the responsibility of the United States to assist 
"free peoples," saying, ". . . we Americans have an inescapable 
stake in all human rights and fundamental freedoms." The support 
of "free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation," he said, 
was not something new, but "a principle long ingrained in the 
American character." He denied that it represented "a new doc­
trine," or that the U.S. " ... had suddenly resolved to underwrite 
the earth," but he added that although it might not be new doc­
trine, ". . . we must frankly and honestly assess the fact that it 
has new and broad implications .... The truth is ... that Greece 
and Turkey are not isolated phenomena .... We must face the 
fact that other situations may arise which clearly involve our own 
national welfare in their lengthened shadows." 

It was "necessary," Vandenberg said, for the U.S. to aid Greece 
and Turkey. Otherwise there could be a "chain reaction which 
would threaten peace and security around the globe," and "we 
would give the green light to aggression everywhere."" 

In its report on the Greek-Turkish aid bill, the Foreign Relations 
Committee, which approved the bill 13-0, took a somewhat more 
careful stance.·' It quoted but did not endorse the President's com­
ments about the responsibility of the United States to assist "free 
peoples," adding that " ... it is not to be assumed that this Gov­
ernment will be called upon, or will attempt, to furnish to other 
countries assistance identical with or closely similar to that pro­
posed for Turkey and Greece in the present bill. If similar situa­
tions should arise in the future they will have to be examined in 
the light of conditions existing at the time." In the event of future 
situations in which the U.S. might be faced with such a decision, 
the report stated, "A number of factors must enter into any par­
ticular decision in this regard, among them the question of wheth­
er a given country is in really serious straits, whether it genUinely 
deserves American support, and whether as a practical matter the 
United States would be able to provide it effective assistance and 
support."·' These, it might be noted, are interesting and signifi­
cant criteria when viewed against subsequent U.S. involvement in 
Vietnam. 

----- .......... -- ---_ .......... _----
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By contrast, the House Foreign Affairs CommitU!e in its endorse­
ment of the bill reiterated the President's position, declaring that 
" ... the foundations of international peaoe and the security of the 
United States are jeopardized whenever totalitarian regimes are 
imposed on free peoples, whether by direct or indirect aggression." 
There was, however, the caveat that "Any similar situations that 
may arise in the future must be considered in the light of condi­
tions existing at the time, and would, necesaarily, require consider­
ation and study by the Congress."" 

The Greek-Turkish aid bill, which was approved by Congress in 
less than 60 days, was passed by the Senate 67-23 and by the 
House 287-107. (Voting for it in the House were future presidents 
Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon.) The opposition consisted largely of 
conservative Democrats and Republicans with a sprinkling of liber­
al Democrats. 

The opposition of liberals to the bill was perhaps best expressed 
by Senator Edwin C. Johnson (D/Colo.), who said that the U.S. 
should not intervene in the internal affairs of other countries, espe­
cially in a situation involving a civil war in which the existing gov­
ernment did not have public support. He drew up but did not offer 
an amendment to the bill stating in part that "Nothing in this act 
shall be construed to imply that the government of tha United 
States has adopted as its policy in international affairs ... inter­
vention in civil strife, civil war, or political conflict in foreign coun­
tries .... "97 "Mr. Truman's policy," he said, "if adopted, will lead 
to American intervention in every country in the world which is in 
the process of social change either because of political unrest or of 
actual revolution . . . if the Truman doctrine is adopted by the 
Congress without corrective and clarifying amendments, we will 
have radically altered American traditional foreign policy. We will 
have adopted a policy of aggressive unilateral imperial action in 
behalf of reactionary governments throughout the world."·· 

Johnson also stressed that the commitment to provide assistanoe 
to countries such as Greece and Turkey could lead to additional 
commitments to the governments being supported, and to increas­
ing U.S. involvement in the conflict, which in tum could prevent 
Congress from exercising any control over the situation. In a state­
ment that presaged later events in the Vietnam war he said:·· 

Suppose we get our flag over there, and establish our troops 
over there, and the war clouds begin to roll closer and the 
threat becomes greater. What can we do? We shall have to go 
on. Congress will be helpless. Congress cannot do anything 
about it. 

Ouring the last war we voted appropriation after appropria­
tion. We never batted an eye. We voted whatever was asked 
for. We never turned down any requests. We never restricted 
those in authority to the extent of a single dollar on any occa­
sion. We never questioned the amount of money asked for. We 
could not. American youth was in uniform. American youth 

8'H. Rept 80-314. ~printed in HFAC HiJJ, Su., vol. VI, pp. 421-438. 
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was facing gunfire. It was no time for us to be quibbling over 
appropriations. We shall be facing exactly the same situation 
in this case. 1 00 

Conservative opposition to the bill was probably best represented 
by Senator Harry F. Byrd (DIVa.), who said that the U.S. was "not 
only taking over the burdens of the British Empire," but was "ex_ 
tending its commitments." "Approval by Congreas of this bill," he 
said, "will be approval of this new world-wide policy as American 
doctrine .... " and was "certain to open a new, costly, long-range 
policy with war implications, and later embrace areas of the world 
far beyond the borders of Greece and Turkey." "I do not say that 
this expansion will come overnight," he added, "but I do say with 
all confidence that our foreign commitments and expenditures will 
grow and grow under this policy, because it is certain that once we 
begin giving ald to a country we will not dare to withdraw, for 
then we will admit failure and encourage our enemies."l01 

Byrd, among many others, including Senator Walter F. Grorge 
(D/Ga.), the powerful second-ranking Democrat on Foreign Rela­
tions. and Vandenberg himself, objected to the "crisis" atmosphere 
in which the bill was being considered. ". . . the effort to drama­
tize this as an imminent crisis has been over-emphasized and exag­
gerated," Byrd said, and he warned that "In the end, this haste 
and lack of complete candor may defeat its own purpose, for here 
in America, under our democratic processes of government, a for­
eign policy is only as strong as an enlightened and supporting 
public opinion. A policy approved without due consideration by 
Congress under the stress of emotion and high-powered propaganda 
may become very distasteful when the fmancial impact of these 
new foreign burdens is reflected in increased taxation on an aI­
ready overburdened people."'o. 

In one particularly revealing executive session of the Foreign Re­
lations Committee the members di.scusaed the dilemma of main­
taining the legislative-executive consensus needed in fore~ affairs 
while upholding the role of Congress in a time of "crisis.' The dis­
cussion was touched off by Senator Grorge, who thought that the 
Greek-Turkish "crisis" had been manufactured, and that the effec­
tive date of the legislation shouid be postponed for 60 days after 
enactment to give the United Nations time to study the situation. 
"I do not see any emergency in the Greco-Turkish situation," he 
said, "except such as Great Britsin herself is voluntarily bringing 
about." Chairman Vandenberg replied, "I totally agree with that 
statement." Yet, Vandenberg said, "Here we sit, not as free agents, 
because we bave no power to initiate foreign policy. It is like, or 
almost like a Presidential request for a declaration of war. When 
that reaches us there is precious little we can do except say 'Yes.' .. 
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In that situation. he added. division between Congress and the 
President would be very dangerous because of the possibility that 
the Communists might take it as a sign of weakness and disunity. 
George agreed. as did the ranking Democrat, Senator Connally, 
and Senators Alben W. Barkley (D/Ky.) and Wallace H. Whi~ (RI 
Maine). Whi~ said, ". . . We are facing a situation, a situation cre­
ated in part by our own Government. . .. 1 do not see how we. 
without any original sin in connection with the mat~r, can leave 
the President in this situation."'·' 

Congress Also Approves the Use of Militory Advisers 
In approving the Greek-Turkish aid program, Congress not only 

sanctioned the general principle of assisting "free peoples" threat­
ened by communism; it also agreed to the establishment of defense 
pacta with such countries, and to the dispatch of U.S. military mis­
sions and American military personnel as military advisers. This, 
too, was something that had been requested before. In 1926, an 
act'O' was passed permitting U.S. military missions to be sent to 
Latin America, and in 1946 and again in 1947 the Executive, at the 
urging of the Pentagon, requested general authority to establish 
such missions in any country. The House passed the legislation 
both times, but it was not accepted by the Sena~. Separa~ legisla­
tion was passed by both Houses in 1946 authorizing a military mis­
sion in the Philippines, but the Sena~ declined to approve continu­
ation of a mission in China that had been established on February 
25, 1946, by the President under war powers authority which was 
claimed to be still in effect. A bill reported by the Naval Affairs 
Commit~ was passed. however, which authorized the continu­
ation of the naval advisory unit in China,'o. and the army and air 
force units were continued under Presidential order without statu­
tory authorization.' 0. 

In the 1946 statu~ authorizing the naval advisory unit in China. 
Congress added this proviso: "United States naval or Marine Corps 
personnel shall not accompany Chinese troops, aircraft, or ships on 
other than training maneuvers or cruises:" 07 

In its request for authority to send U.S. military advisers to 
Greece and Turkey, the executive branch, sensing the mood of Con­
gress, included in its draft of the bill a proviso that these military 
personnel, "limited in number," would serve "in an advisory capac­
ity only." The reaction of many Members of Congress was very 
skeptical. Some questioned how "limited" the number would be, 
and seemed to have their fears confirmed when the administration 
backed away from an earlier acceptance of a numerical limit and 
opposed any limitation on numbers. Others doubted whether the 
advisers would refrain from becoming involved in combat, and 
were concerned that once the U.S. became involved in the war, and 
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its prestige was on the line, withdrawal might prove difficult if not 
impossible. 

Opposition to the proposal for military advisers was particularly 
strong in the House. In the Foreign Affairs Committee's public 
hearing on the bill, Representative Karl E. Mundt (R/S.D.) asked 
Secretary of War Patterson whether he would object to having a 
numerical limit on military advisers. He said he would not object. 
In a subsequent executive session of the committee, Mundt then 
proposed limiting the number to 100 in either Greece or Turkey. 
(Patterson had said that there would be a maximum of 40 in either 
country.) Supported by Acheson, Patterson objected, saying that he 
did not think a numerical limit was wise. Representative Jacob K. 
Javits (R/N.Y.) suggested that instead of a numerical limit the 
words "in an advisory capacity only" be replaced by the words "in 
the instruction and training of military personnel. and in the pro­
curement of military equlpment and supplies ouly." "We are wor­
ried," he said, "about the undertaking of tactical aid, that is, aid to 
tactical operations. We are worried that one day an American cap­
tain will be found in the mountains advising a Greek officer how to 
fire on a guerrilla." 

Mundt said he could understand why the executive branch 
wanted maximum administrative flexibility, but that the bill in­
volved a "new type of foreign policy ... which may have to be ex­
tended down through a great many countries." and that Congress 
had the constitutional responsibility to control the war power. 
" ... if we delegate the congressional power of authority over the 
sword," he said. "we have done something which is precedent-shat­
tering in this country, and then we have vacated, in the final anal­
ysis. the authority to declare war."IO' 

The Foreign Affairs Committee declined. however, to cha~e the 
proviso on military advisers contained in the administration s bill, 
and stated in its report: '09 

Combat forces are not to be sent to Greece and Turkey. The 
military assistance provided in the bill is to consist only of 
arms and other supplies for the armed forces of Greece and 
Turkey. These supplies are to be provided on the basis of inves­
tigations and recommendations by small military missions sent 
out by the United States in an advisory capacity only. 

During House debate on the bill, Mundt offered his amendment 
to limit military advisers to 100 each in Greece and Turkey. Agree­
ing with Mundt on the need for congressional control. Representa­
tive Walter H. Judd (R/Minn.l said. "I cannot for a moment sup­
port the bill if perchance by any stretch of interpretation of lan­
guage it could permit an expeditionary force, or even a battalion of 
our armed forces, to go into these countries either in addition to 
British troops Or in substitution for British troops." 

After criticism from some Members that the number in Mundt's 
amendment was too low. Judd offered an amendment raising it to 
200. This. too. was said by some to be arbitrary and unnecessary. so 
Judd and Mundt offered a substitute. They dropped the numerical 
limitation, and instead proposed adding after the words "in an ad-
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visory capacity only" the words "and not to include armed orga­
nized military units to serve as occupational or combat troops." 
There was considerable support for this amendment, especially 
among Republicans. Representative Kenneth B. Keating (R/N.Y.) 
said, for example, "We must permit no loophole whereby the mili­
tary minded might, under any circumstances, take a step to involve 
this Nation so deeply that it could not, with honor, extricate itself 
short of war." 

Among those who supported the Judd-Mundt amendment was 
Toby Morris (D/Okla.). who said, " ... if we send them over there, 
with unlimited power, and do not reserve the conatitutional right 
to declare war, we do not know what kind of an incident is going to 
happen, and they could send an army over there and we would be 
helpless, and we may be catapulted into a war .... " Minority 
Whip John W. McCormack (D/Mass.) replied that the language in 
the bill was already restrictive enough, and that the remarks of 
Representative Morris ignored the practical realities of the Com­
munist challenge. "I SBf it is in our national interest," McCormack 
declared, "not to let thIS wave envelop country after country until 
it envelops all of Europe. If it ever reaches that point, it will over­
run all of Asia and thus actually reach OUr shores." 

The Judd-Mundt amendment was defeated on a teller vote, 70-
122, but judging by the large number of Members voting for the 
amendment there was considerable support for the proposal to re­
strict the role of military advisers." 0 

In the Senate, the Foreign Relations Committee approved the ex­
ecutive branch language for military advisers, even though some of 
the members were obviously concerned about the implications of 
the proposal. Chairman Vandenberg said that this particular provi­
sion "is going to raise the most serious questions of all. . . . The 
'detailing of officers and enlisted men of the Armed Forces of the 
United States' seems pretty close to a blank check that comes 
pretty close to a potential act of war; does it not?" Acheson dis­
agreed.1ll 

In testimony in an executive session of the committee, Senator 
Qaude Pepper (D/Fla') questioned the provisions for military advis­
ers, and pointed out that a Gallup poll published on March 28, 
1947, had indicated strong public preference for aid to Greece and 
Turkey, but also strong opposition to sending military advisers."· 
Senator Edwin Johnaon (D/Colo.) also testified against the proposal 
for military advisers, and recommended stripping the bill of all 
provisions for military assistance. This suggestion was defeated by 
a voice vote in the committee, and by a vote of 22-68 in action by 
the Senate on the bill. 113 

During Senate debate on the bill there was also considerable crit­
icism of the military advisers provision, but also strong support 
from senior Members of the Senate, including the Democratic mi-

\leFor the debate and vote see eR. vol. 93. pp. 4816-4822. 4916-4921. In the House of Re~ 
Bentati~ there am three types of voteE: in addition to the roll ~ 'I"b.ese are the voice vote, the 
division lMemhenJ atanding and being counted by the Chairl. and the teller vote <Members being 
counted by two other member&-teliers-repreeenting each party, as they go up the center 
aisle.!. 

t IlSFRC Hu. Ser., "t..egWative Origins or the Trum.an Doctri.ne,'· p. 10. 
11 Z Ibut, p. 107. 
IUlbul., p. 191, and CR, voL tl.~. p. 3792. 
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nority leader, Scott W. Lucas (D/lll.).tH The Senate joined the 
House in approving the provision without change, and it became 
law as it had been drafted by the executive branch. 

Before leaving the Greek-Turkish aid bill, one further observa­
tion is in order as part of the background for congressional action 
on Vietnam. This concerns the tendency, as represented by amend­
ments offered in the Senate and the House, to apply American 
standards to countries being considered for aid, and to propose con­
ditioning such aid on reforms in the direction of greater democracy 
and more efficient government. These were offered, as they tended 
also to be in the case of Vietnam, by Members of Congreas knO\Vll 
for their internationalist viewpoint and for their attachment to the 
ideals of a democratic social order, predominately liberal Demo­
crats. It should also be noted, however, thst there Wall strong oppo­
sition, particularly in the House, to such political conditions, at 
least in the case of Greece and Turkey, all demonstrated by the 
votes by which the various amendments were defeated. 

One such reform amendment Wall offered in the House by Repre­
sentative Mike Mansfield (D/Mont.), a member of the Foreign Af­
fairs Committee, expressing support for "the political cooperation 
of alI loyal Greek parties for a dynamic prog.-am in Greece of am­
nesty coupled with the disarming of illegal bands, just and vigorous 
tax forms, modernization of the civil service, realistic financial con­
trols, and even-banded disposition of justice." This Wall defeated on 
division, 18-128.11 ' 

Another reform amendment was offered by Representative Jacob 
Javits aUN.Y.), a liberal internationalist and a member of the For­
eign Affairs Committee, to provide that as a condition for aid the 
government of the recipient country should have majority support 
of its public. In his minority report on the bill when it was report­
ed from committee, J avits said, among other things, "If we are 
seeking to help democracy as contrasted with communism then we 
must strive for democratic and representative governments in the 
countries which we assist, and if it is impractical to obtain immedi­
ately the reform of existing regimes, at least we must be trying to 
do 80."118 Javits' amendment Wall defeated by the House on divi­
sion, 6-104.' 11 

Although the Far East Wall mentioned in congressional debate on 
the Greek-Turkish aid bill-Judd, for example, said that although 
aid for Greece and Turkey Wall essential for the defense of Europe, 
the struggle for China was also "crucial," because "As China goes 
80 will go Asia" "S-the logical extension of the Truman doctrine 
to the situation in Asia was argued much more strenuously in con· 
junction with the proposed Marshall plan. 

I USee CR, vol. 93, :PSI. 3281, 3337, 3591, 3689, 3761. 
lillbitl.. pp 4968-4969. For another good eXBlbple eee the amendment offered in the Senate 

by Edwin Johnson, SFRC His. &r., "Legi.elative Origine of the Truman Doctrine",pp. 10..1, 190, 
and in the House by Repretentative George H. Bender ffi!Ohio}, in en. vol, 93, p. 4975. 
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The Debate Over Intervening in China 
It was the "loss" of China to the Communists that helped to pre­

cipitate the U.S. commitment to defend Indochina, It was also the 
presence of China, and the experience of Chinese intervention in 
the Korean war, that had a strong effect on the making of subse­
quent decisions about the Vietnam war. 

China is also interesting as a case in which both the Executive 
and Congress had to decide what the role of the U.S. should be 
toward the revolutionary situation prevailing in that country, and 
the extent to which the U.S, should intervene and involve itself in 
efforts to suppress the Communist insurgency. In that sense, be­
sides its relevance in other respects, it was a case that bears on 
subsequent U,S. involvement in Vietnam, and on the making of the 
commitment or commitments to defend Indochina. 

It is useful to look hack briefly at the .period immediately before 
and during World War II when the U.S. was heavily involved in 
China, where there are direct parallels to the later role of the U.S. 
in Vietnam. 

The parallel to Vietnam began in 1940-41, when the U.S. devel­
oped an elaborate covert plan to provide China with American 
planes and pilots (volunteers, who had been permitted to resign 
from the milItary for this purpose) through a dummy private corp<>­
ration for the purpose of conducting air raids over Japan in order 
to deter the Japanese from further aggression."· There were vig­
orous objections to this plan from Secretary of War Stimson and 
Chief of Staff Gen. George Marshall, as a result of which it was de­
cided that the U.s. would provide fighter planes and pilots rather 
than bombers. This modified plan, which was being implemented at 
the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, was subsequently carried 
out by the "Flying Tigers." After World War n, some of those in­
volved in the original scheme. most notably Gen. Clair Chennault, 
worked with the U.S. Government in establishing the Civil Air 
Transport (CAT), the parent company for Air America. which oper­
ated in Southeast Asia throughout the Vietnam war as an arm of 
the CIA, Thus, as one scholar suggests, the clandestine operation 
developed in 1940-41 became a precedent for subsequent operations 
and ". . . foreshadowed the style, if not substance, of future poli­
cies in Asia and is an important link with ,l,'?licies the United 
States pursued during the later Indochina War. 120 

U.s. involvement in China during 1943-44 also led to efforts by 
Gen. Joseph W. Stilwell, Commander of the CBI (China-Burma­
India) Theater to "modernize" China along Western, and especially 
American lines. "Could 'China be the leader in East Asia after the 
war and through its influence and the threat of its army control 
the western Pacific,' Stilwell asked himself. 'The answer is an over­
whelming YES!' It was imperative. a 'matter of duty.' for America 
to create the proper kind of postwar China. even if America (or 
Stilwell himselO had to guide the hand of destiny 'through the 
fierce use of power politics and a ruthless progressive pro­
gram.' "121 

119Miehael Schaller, Th£ U.S CrtLMJde f1I Chine.. 1938~J9.5 (New York; Columbia Univemty 
Preea. 197&). ch. ·t 
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Stilwell's zeal for reforming China took a bizarre turn in 1944 
when, after he returned to China from a trip to Washington and a 
meeting with President Roosevelt, plans reportedly were made by 
some U.S. Government personnel to assassinate Chiang Kai-shek 
and his wife. Here, too, there may be a possible parallel in the 1963 
aBSrulSination of Vietnam's President Ngo Dinh Diem, in which the 
United States, having decided that Vietnam needed new leader­
ship, gave its approval and asaistance to a coup d'etat. 

This is the account of the 1944 episode by Stilwell's aide, CoL 
Frank Dorn: '22 

When Stilwell returned to China he visited Dorn at Y -Force 
headquarters in Kunming and delivered a top-secret verbal 
order which he said came from Roosevelt. The order was to 
prepare a plan to assassinate Chiang Kai-shek. The President, 
according to Stilwell, was "fed up with Chiang and his tan­
trums," and said so, In fact, he told me in that olympian 
manner of his "if you can't get along with Chiang, and can't 
replace him, get rid of him once and for alL You know what I 
mean, put in someone you can manage," 

Dorn dutifully devised a plan to sabotage Chiang's aircraft 
while he new over the Hump to make an inspection tour of 
Chinese forces in India, When the passengers were forced to 
bailout, both the generalissimo and Madame Chiang would be 
given faulty parachutes. According to Dorn, the President 
never gave (mal authorization for Stilwell to carry out this as­
sassination, But the very planning for such a contingency, as­
suming both Stilwell and Dorn had told the truth, reveaied 
that the White House no longer saw China and Chiang as 00-
terminous. 

This is the conclllJlion of one historian, based on a study of the 
"American crusade" in China in the period 1938-45, as to the par­
allel between U.s. policy in China and the subsequent role of the 
United States in Vietnam: 12 3 

In a haunting way Vietnam became the macabre fulfillment 
of Joseph Stilwell's reform strategy, Advisors attached to the 
White House, State Department, 'Pen~on, and CIA did all 
that was humanly possible to create a pliable government and 
army in South Vietnam which would form the core of a bona 
tide nationalist regime, The level of overt and covert manipula­
tion of the client in Saigon surpassed even Stilwell's imagina­
tion. When the approach falled, massive and direct applica­
tions of American power were rushed into the battle, And in 
the end, it all went the same way as China for almost the same 
variety of reasons, 

In 1947, there was considerable debate in Congress about the 
question of intervening in the conflict between the Nationalist gov­
ernment, still led by Chiang Kai-shek, and Communist forces that 
had steadily increased in size and strength. In May 1947, concur­
rently with p~e of the Greek-Torkish aid program, Congress 
approved an aid bill'" for humanitarian relief to several countries 

IUQuoted from Schaller, p 1.13, baaed on Dorn's book. K"alktrut WIth SlilUJfll iTI BU17f14 r~ew 
York.: Crowell. 1971), and comments by Darn to Schall.,. 
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devastated by the war-Austria, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Poland, 
and, at the insistence of Members of Congress, China, In November 
1947 this was augmented and extended by an interim or emergency 
aid act"S for all of Europe, designed to provide assistance until 
Congress could act on the Marshall plan legislation in 19413. Again, 
China was added as a recipient by Congress when the Senate yield­
ed in conference to a HoUlle amendment making this addition.' 2. 

These efforts by Congress, led by Representatives Judd and John 
M. Vorys (R/OhioJ, to push the administration toward providing Ill!­
sistance to China, were resisted by the executive branch. Secretary 
of State Marshall, after his unsuccessful mission in China in 1946-
47, was convinced that the only solution to the China problem was, 
as he stated in a meeting with the Secretaries of War (Patterson) 
and Navy (Forrestal) on February 12, 1947, ", , , to oust the reac­
tionary clique within the Central Government and replace them by 
liberals from both the Kuomintang [Nationalist] and Communist 
parties."'" On February 27, Marshall was asked by President 
Truman whether the time had come to provide some ammunition 
to China (military supplies had been banned at Marshall's insist· 
ence since the summer of 1946), and Marshall replied that if this 
were done, ". . . we certalnly would be charged with assisting in 
the civil war." Such assistance could also "stabili2e the Kuomin· 
tang Party in its present personnel," Le., prevent the formation of 
the coalitIon he thought was necessary and had been directed to 
seek.'" In a letter to Secretary of War Patterson, who took the p0-
sition that the Chinese Government was as liberal as it was going 
to be in the near future, and that withholding aid would not serve 
our interests."· Marshall reiterated his position, and said that 
before giving military aid it would be better ", .. to let the oppos­
ing Chinese military forces reach some degree of equilibrium or 
stalemate without outside interference." 130 

U.S. officials in Washington, as well as American civilian and 
military representatives in China, kept pressing, however, for Ill!­
sistance to China, as numerous documents in the State Depart­
ment's historical series attest. For example. in a major policy 
memorandum prepared in June 1947 the JCS concluded that " ... 
the only Asiatic government at present capable of even a show of 
resistance to Communist expansion in Asia is the Chinese National 
Government," and that it would collapse unless it received military 
assistance. If the Nationalists were to fall, "the United States must 
be prepared to accept eventual Soviet hegemony over Asia." Refer­
ring to the Truman doctrine by name, the memorandum stated, 
"From the military point of view it is believed important that if 
this policy is to be effective it must be applied with consistency in 

, IIPublie Law 80-38£1, 
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aid act'" for all of Europe. designed to provide assistance until 
CongreliS could act on the Marshall plan legislation in 1948. Again. 
China was added as a recipient by CongreliS when the Senate yield­
ed in conference to a House amendment making this addition ... • 

These efforta by Congreaa. led by Representatives Judd and John 
M. Vorys (R/Ohio), to push the administration toward providing !I&­

sistance to China. were resisted by the executive branch. Secretary 
of State Marshall. after his unsuccessful mission in China in 1946-
47, waa convinced that the only solution to the China problem waa. 
as he stated in a meeting with the Secretaries of War (Patterson) 
and Navy (Forresta1) on February 12. 1947, " ... to oust the reac­
tionary clique within the Central G<wernment and replace them by 
liberals from both the Kuomintang [Nationalist] and Communist 
parties." 127 On February 27. Marshall was aaked by President 
Truman whether the time had come to provide some ammunition 
to China (military supplies had been banned at Marshall's insist­
ence since the summer of 1946), and Marshall replied that if this 
were done, " ... we certainly would be charged with assisting in 
the civil war." Such assistance could also "stabilize the Kuomin­
tang Party in its present personnel," i.e .• prevent the formation of 
the coalition he thought was necessary and had been directed to 
seek ... • In a letter to Secretary of War Patterson, who took the p0-
sition that the Chinese Government was aa liberal aa it waa going 
to be in the near future. and that withholding aid would not serve 
our interests,'" Marshall reiterated his position, and said that 
before giving military aid it would be better " ... to let the oppos­
ing Chinese military forces reach some degree of equilibrium or 
stalemate without outside interference." 13. 

U.s. officials in Washington. as well as American civilian and 
military representatives in China, kept pressing, however. for !I&­

sistance to China, as numerous documents in the State Depart­
ment's historical series attest. For example, in a major policy 
memorandum prepared in June 1947 the JCS concluded that " ... 
the only Asiatic government at present capable of even a show of 
resistance to Communist expansion in Asia is the Chinese National 
Government," and that it would collapse unless it received military 
assistance. If the Nationalists were to fall. "the United States must 
be prepared to accept eventual Soviet hegemony over Asia." Refer­
ring to the Truman doctrine by name. the memorandum stated. 
"From the military point of view it is believed important that if 
this policy is to be effective it must be applied with consistency in 
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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 
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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 
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44 

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 
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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-
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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-
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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. 

n*This paper, PPS 51. W8JJ the basis (or NSC 48/2, Deoember 23, 1949, 'The Position of the 
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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."'·· 
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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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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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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 
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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-

l81FoT debate on the amendment see CR, \Illi. 95, pp. 11782-11791. For I..ocUz-e's attempt to get 
8d~~mstralion beL;~ o.f .th~ am~~t see Blum, .Drat.¥,ut,g the Lm~. pp. 132-133. 
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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 
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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. 
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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 
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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. 
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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. 
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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 
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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 

1 ~ Ibid .• p. 842. This report is di9cussed below. 
uWolf, FOf1!ig1: Auf: Tfv!orvand Practice Vt Southern AsUl, p.82. 
!JFRfJS. 1950" voL Vl. p. 7~. See also pp. 762-76!t 
aIbid,. p. 88. For the Griffin mission generllHv see Samuel P Hayes led. I, TJuo Beginning of 

Amt'ril:"lll'l: Aid to Southeast A8UJ: The Griffin ,,fl$$UJI'I: of 1950 (l...f!'xington, Mass.: D. C. Heath 
)9711 
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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 
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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. 

uStueck. pp. 179-185. For ather accounts see also FRUS, 1950. vol. vn, p. 200, and Glen D. 
Paige. The Kanan Decision (New York: The Free Press, 1968), pp. 148. 187, 262. The account by 
Joeepb C. Goulden. KonG.: The Untold Story of t~ War (New York: Times Books, 1982), does not 
add significantly to the existing literature on the Washington policymaking' prooe&D.. 

On Monday, June 26, the day after the attack. Senate Republicans caucused and agreed that 
the U.S. should &Mist the Koreans, but should not become directly involved in the war. They 
took the poBition that while the U.s. bad 8 "mora] obligation" to help the Koreans, there was 
"no obligation" to go to war. This could help to explain why no Republican Senate or House 
floor leaden were included in the President's first meeting with Members of Congreal. 

URobert J. Donovan. Tumultluxu Yean! (New York: W. W. Norton, 1982), p. 217. Donovan's 
interpretation is confirmed by the full ten of the Elsey notes to which he referred. which are 
cited above . 

.... Letter to CRS from Dean Rusk. Apr. 1, 1983. 
"'On July 3, Acheson phoned Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson to seek his concurrence 

with a resolution he had prepared, along with a draft of a speech for Truman to make pel"9Onal­
Iy to Congre&ll. He told 8ecretary Johnson that the resolution would pass if it did not mention 
Formoea or Indochina, and that "it would be helpful in the time ahead." FRUS, 1950, vol. vn, 
p.283. 

ui+rMllt all~ Creation, p. 414. 
The following draft of the resolution, located in the Truman Library, Papers of George Elsey, 

Subject File, Korea, is probably the one which was presented by Acheson: 
Continued 
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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 
event of a vrortd war. that it offer a chance of reQOnable &uccees. and that it be done with other 
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. 

31-430 0 - 84 - 7 



84 

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, 
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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. 
~1See the discussion in an executive session of the Foreign Relations ('AJmmitt.-., SFRC His. 

Ser .. vol. 11. pp. 507 IT. 
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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 

nSee us C£mgress, 1-Iouse. C<>mmltt~ on Foreign Affairs.. Th Anwnd lhe Mutual Defense A6. 
s.staJ'lCt'_ .4.ct of 1..919, Publ! ... Hearings, inl$~~ C~ng, 1st M:9S. IWulungton. D.C.: L'.8. Govt. Print. 
OfL 195(lf, pp 11-:20. and CR, 'Vol, 96, p" 11),)4,"), 

uAcroro.ing to Admiral .hadrON. US Commander in Chle(, Pacific !.ClNCPACl at the time, 
these successes '"were J:D..!tde politi/Me by American militarY ~ee." From Pforl Harbor to 
VWlnam. p. 342: ~ 
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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 

10lbu:i.. p, 341. 
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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 

'~FRUS. 1951, vol. VI, pp. 20-22. 
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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 

l'lbkL. p,377. 
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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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plained by Blum, who left Vietnam in late 1951 after the U.S. ac­
ceded to French objections about his activities, as follows:'· 

Because of the prevailing anti-French feeling, we knew that 
any bolstering by us of the French position would be resented 
by the local people. And because of the traditional French posi­
tion, and French sensitivity at seeing any increase of American 
influence, we knew they would look with suspicion upon the 
development of direct American relations with local adminis­
trations and peoples. Nevertheless. we were determined that 
our aid program would not be used as a means of forcing c0-
ordination upon unwilling governments. and we were equally 
determined that our emphasis would be on types of aid that 
would appeal to the masses of the popUlation and not on aid 
that, while economically more sophisticated, would be less 
readily understood. 

"Ours was a political program," he added, "that worked with the 
people and it would obviously have lost most of its effectiveness if 
it had been reduced to the role of French-protected anonymity," 

After he returned from Vietnam, Blum took the position that, 
while U.S, aid had helped to strengthen the French military posi­
tion, "Our direct influence on political and economic matters has 
not been great. We have been reluctant to become directly em­
broiled and, though the degree of our contribution has been stead­
ily increasing, we have been content, if not eager, to have the 
French continue to have primary responsibility. and to give little. 
if any, advice."·' His conclusion was that "the situation in Indo­
china is not satisfactory and shows no substantial prospect of im­
proving, that no decisive military victory can be achieved, that the 
Bao Dai government gives little promise of developing competence 
and winning the loyalty of the population, that French policy is un­
certain and often ill-advised, and that the attainment of American 
objectives is remote," 

It is of interest to note that among the experiments being at­
tempted by the French as part of their "pacification" campaign 
was one that was to be repeated on a much larger scale during the 
Kennedy administration, This was the establishment of "agro­
villes"-"strategic hamlets" under Kennedy-in which villagers 
would be relocated from less-pacified areas, The "agroville," pro­
tected by French Union forces, offered various amenities calculated 
to attract peasant settlers, and. through such "pacification by pros­
perity," to deprive Viet Minh guerrillas of their local support. This 
program was one of the first to receive U,S, assistance after May 
19500 • But like the strategic hamlet of later years, it had only a 
limited success, in part because of the effectiveness of Viet Minh 
guerrilla warfare, and was soon abandoned. 

During 1951, many, if not most U.S. Government officials in­
volved in Vietnam policymaking became convinced that the Bao 
Dai government would have to be replaced by a government with 
stronger public support, and had begun to work toward that goal. 
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This, it may be argued, marked the beginning of the active inter, 
vention of the United States in the manipulation of the politics of 
Vietnam, At that stage, however, the French were still officially in 
control, and the U.S. was in the position of having to deal with the 
French while also attempting to work directly with the Vietnam· 
ese. 

Washingron was the scene of one aspect of the maneuvering then 
taking place, namely, the development of domestic U.S. political 
pressure for replacing Bao Dai. Although the sequence of events is 
not entirely clear, it would appear that in 1952 Diem was intro­
duced to Supreme Court Associate Justice William O. Douglas 
during a trip Douglas made to Vietnam. Douglas then introduced 
him to Senator Mike Mansfield and Senator John F. Kennedy at a 
meeting in Washingron in May 1953. and subsequently to other key 
fIgUres in the Senate and in the House of Representatives. includ­
ing John McCormack. then the Democratic whip, and later majori­
ty leader and speaker, and Clement J. Zablocki CD/Wis.). a leading 
member and later chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee.8 • 

It is possible. however. that Kennedy, for one. may have met 
Diem prior to the introduction by Douglas. In November 1951, Ken­
nedy (then a Member of the House) had visited Vietnam, and on 
his return had declared, "In Indochina we have allied ourselves to 
the desperate effort of a French regime to hang on to the remnants 
of empire. There is no broad. general support of the native Viet­
nam Government among the people of that area. To check the 
southern drive of communism makes sense but not only through 
reliance on the force of arms. The task is rather to build strong 
native non-Communist sentiment within these areas and rely on 
that as a spearhead of defense rather than upon the legions of Gen­
eral de Tassigny. To do this apart from and in defiance of innately 
nationalistic aims spells foredoomed failure." 

Kennedy, whose perceptions were undoubtedly influenced by 
Gullion. whom he had known earlier in Washingron. created a stir 
in Saigon when he " ... bridled under the routine embassy brief· 
ing and asked sharply why the Vietnamese should be expected to 
fIght to keep their country part of France. This viewpoint irritated 
the American Minister [Heath], and, when they met, it irritated 
General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny. the war hero in command of 
the French forces. even more. After an animated argument de 
Lattre sent the Minister a formal letter of complaint about the 
young Congressman."·' 

Kennedy's statement in 1951 has usually been interpreted as an 
early indication of his opposition to colonialism and his skepticism 
about official U.S. claims of the progress being made in Vietnam. 
Without detracting from this interpretation, it may also have been 
part of the campaign being undertaken by elements of the U.S. 
Government, with the collaboration of various individuals and 
groups, for replacement of Bao Dai by Ngo Dinh Diem.9 ' 

"'See below for diarusskm of the 1953 meeting. 
'°Arthur M. Schlesinger. Jr .• A T1wUBand Days IBoston: Houghton Miffiin, 1965), pp 320-321. 

For Kt;!nncd,s statement see John F. Kennedy, I'M StrafeD of Peace {New York: Harper and 
Row, 19601. p. 60. 

$1 Another indication of the eristence of this campaign is the memorandum of 1:1 conversation 
on August S, 1951, between Livingston Merchant, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Far 
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CCJ~ Approves 1951 Legislation for Aid to Indochina 
During 1951, with the exception of this incipient support for 

Diem, Congress generally followed the lead of the executive branch 
with respect to Indochina policy. The overriding concern of most 
Members was with the situation in Korea and with the need to 
rearm in order to forestall Communist aggression in other places. 
This attitude was particularly apparent in the Foreign Relations 
Committee, which did not avail itself of various opportunities to 
discuss U.S. policy in Indochina, even in closed sessions with ad­
ministration officials. On January 26, for example, Secretary of 
State Acheson met with the committee expressly for the purpose of 
consultation prior to the visit to Washington on January 29 of 
French Premier Rene Pleven for talks with President Truman." 
Acheson told the committee that he thought it was "important that 
the committee should know what is going on and have a chance to 
give us any guidance that it wishes to give us." After he had brief­
ly summarized the agenda for the talks, including Pleven's inten­
tion "to consider with us what the position of the French forces 
will be if the worst came to the worst in Indochina" -a clear hint 
to the committee that the question of possible use of U.S. forces 
would be raised (he also specified, however, that "American forces 
would not be put in," although he did not specify what he meant 
by "put in" )--there were questions and discussion. But except for 
three minor questions, there was no consideration of Indochina, 
and no one on the committee offered any "guidance." The ranking 
Republican, Senator Alexander Wiley (R/WisJ, seemed to be uncer­
tain about the role of the U.S. He asked Acheson, "Do I under­
stand, Mr. Secretary, that we have air forces in Indochina?" Ach­
eson responded that the U.S. did not, but that the French had been 
given some American planes for use in Indochina. Senator Green 
said he understood that the U.S. had given the French some 
planes, and Acheson replied, "Those were the B268 that I have just 
been talking about." Senator Fulbright wanted to know whether 
Acheson was "encour"Ned about the situation in Indochina," and· 
the Secretary replied, ' It looks better than the very black picture 
that was around a little while agu, but I do not mean to say it is a 
very encouraging picture." Senator Fulbright: "Progress is being 
made?" Secretary Acheson: "We thought a little while ago that it 
was very bad indeed. General de Lattre has taken hold of the thing 
and some new vigor has been put into it. Unless the Chinese Com­
munists really want to go in with some force, it looks as though he 
can handle it. If they do, probably he can't." 

Although Indochina was considered to be one area in which the 
Communists were a threat, there was no open support in Congress, 
even from Members like Judd who wanted the U.S. to playa 
stronger role in defending Asia, for beccming involved in another 
war on the Asian mainland. When Secretary of Defense George 

Eastern Affai.ra,. and RepnH.mtBt.ive Edna F. Kelly (D/NY)' a1M> 8 nl@r:nbeir of the Foreign AJ­
(airs Committee, Mre. Kelly Willi concerned about the continued Prellleuoe of the French irllndo­
china_ According to Merchant. "She has been 901d on the idea that Ban Dai is worthleal and 
that the French mWit get out completelY at once, . . . Am~ other oources of information. :Mr&. 
Kelly has been t.alkina to and impreaeed by Ngo Dinh Diem. PRus, 19M, vol. VI. pp. 4~. 

"SPRC Hit>. $tr .• 1951, vol. m. pt- 1. p'p. 11-26, For the Truma,n·P1even talks ~ mus. 1951. 
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Manlhall testified before the House Foreign Affalnl Committee on 
July 2, 1951, on the new mutual security bill of 1951 he stated that 
he or-posed becoming involved in "fighting on the mainland of 
Asia, ' as did "practically everybody in the Armed Forces, who has 
studied the question of availability and the spread of effort." Judd 
agreed. Marshall added that the question then was, "how do you 
manage to prevent the subversion of all Asia in its convenlion to 
communism?" Judd's response was, " ... if we do not succeed in 
getting the people of Asia to resist Communist expansion effective­
ly, then we either have to intervene ourselves or let it go. Since we 
don't want to intervene and cannot afford to let Asia go, there is 
only one conclusion: We must more resolutely and successfully and 
resourcefully fmd means by which we can help these people them­
selves to resist it. Is that not right?" Manlhall agreed, but suggest­
ed that from a military point of view the U.S. position on the is­
lands off the coast of Asia was "a very important factor in the 
strength of our position in the Pacific. . . . .... 

Judd's position reinforced the presentation by the executive 
branch of the proPOSed economic assistance program for fiscal year 
1952. William C. "toster, the administrator of the Economic Coop­
eration Administration, which was responsible for economic aid, 
testified that in order to carry out a "real counter-thrust against 
expanding communism in southeast Asia" the U.S. needed to recog­
nize the "plain fact" that "these governments cannot, without our 
help, provide the advances and services needed by their people--or 
rather, cannot provide them quickly enough to offset and defeat 
the inroads of communism. The security of free Asia depends fun­
damentally, therefore, on how effectively America and the West 
can help the governments of free Asia meet the elementary needs 
of their peoples."" 

These points were elaborated by Assistant Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk. " ... communism is now waging war in Asia," he said. 
"We must stop this aggression by peaceful means, if we can, but 
stop it we must." He, too, stressed the need to provide economic 
and technical assistance by which to meet the needs of the people, 
while recognizing the sensitivities resulting from nationalist feel­
ings. ". . . we must . . . contest in every possible way the Commu­
nist effort to capture nationalist sentiment for the purpose of using 
this national desire as a means for enslaving the people under 
Communist domination."" 

The Foreign Affainl and Foreign Relations Committees strongly 
supported the administration's request for military and economic 
assistance for Asia for fJ.SCal year 1952, and Congress authorized 
virtually the full amount requested.·· More important, for this 
study, is the fact that both committees strongly endonled the ra­
tionale of the executive branch in using U.S. aid to assist these 
countries to resist Communist subvenlion, and the use of these pro-

nu S Congress. HOUSE'. Cornmittet:> on foreign Affair.>. The Mutual $«untv Prvgrom.. Hear-
lnf!' fl.2d f'Amg, 11St:!;eS:S iWashlngtofL D.C' US. Govt. Print. Off., 19511, PP 11S-1l9 

·IOuL PP 158- 159. 
'j5 Ibid" PI'. R90--893 
'jGThe administratIO'n requested i555 mUllan military and i262.5 milliO'n e<:onomtc (or Asia, 

{"xcluding !112.S million of economic aid for Korea, fl total O'f 181~.5 million. Th-e- final congres­
sional fluthorization fO'r Asia was $77iti5 milliO'n, of which $53,i25 rniHion WlUI mIlitary and. 
$237 5 million economic The ru:t was Public Law 82-165 
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grams, together with the advisory activities of U.s. military assist­
ance missions, as the wedge by which to intervene in order to per­
form that role. At the same time, it seemed not only plausible and 
proper, but necessary. As the Foreign Affairs Committee said in its 
report·? on the bill, "The issue of the costs of security is clear. If 
we do not go ahead with the program, we face two alternatives, 
either (1) we abandon the rest of the world to communism, or (2) 
we will be compelled to defend it by our Own efforts, alone. That is 
the challenge which the Mutual Security Program presents to this 
House. In the words of General Eisenhower to members of our com­
mittee in Paris in June, 'Gentlemen, it is this or else.' " 

House and Senate debate during August 1951 on the mutual se­
curity authorization bill was brief and perfunctory, with most 
Members emphasizing the Communist threat and the need to 
rearm. There was very little discussion of Asia, and almost no (lis.. 
cussion of Indochina. Given the prevailing consensus about the 
world situation, however, most Members doubtless would have 
agreed with Senator Humphrey's characterization of the impor­
tance of preventing Communist control of the area;'· 

We cannot afford to see southeast Asia fall prey to the Com­
munist onslaught. Today there is a great struggle in southeast 
A-ia, and once in a while I think it would be well for the Con­
gress to pay tribute to the valuable defense of freedom which 
the French troops and their loyal allies 'of Viet Nam are 
making in Indochina. If Indochina were lost, it would be as 
severe a blow as if we were to lose Korea. The loss of Indo. 
china would mean the loss of Malaya, the loss of Burma and 
Thailand, and ultimately the conquest of all the south and 
southeast Asiatic area. 

The full amounts of military and economic assistance authorized 
by Congress for mutual security, including Asia, were then appro. 
priated by Congress." There was little discussion or debate of any 
particular significance, but some veT)' informed and important 
questions were asked during the heanngs by one member of the 
House Appropriations Committee. In the prevailing legislative-ex­
ecutive harmony of interests, Representative Frederic R. Coudert, 
Jr. (R/NY.J, who, at the beginning of the Great Debate earlier in 
the year had offered a resolution questioning the President's uni­
lateral deployment of ground forces to NATO, was the exception. 

The witness at the time was Dean Rusk, who testified that the 
principal problem in Indochina was Communist aggression, that 
the three Associated States had a relationship with France compa­
rable to similar relationships in the British Commonwealth, and 
that the delays in granting full independence resulted from the se­
curity situation and the "inability of the new governments immedi­
ately to step in and take over all of the responsibility which under 
existing agreements is there for them." He added, "The battle in 
Indochina is only in a formal sense a civil war, because consider-

~TH Rept. ~2-87;!, p, 72, Simtlar sentiments ~N upret'l8l'ld by the Foretgn Relatiorn; Commit· 
tee in Its report, S. Rept. 82-703 
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able assistance is coming across the northern frontier from Red 
China as a part of the general pattern of Communist aggression in 
Asia." 

Representative Coudert was not satisfied with this explanation. 
He said that the conflict had begun as an effort by the French to 
restore their colonial poaition, and that the war was a civil war 
which was "to a very large degree inspired by nationalism" in the 
beginning. And when Rusk contended that the Vietnamese Com­
munists were "strongly directed from Moscow and could be counted 
upon ... to tie Indochina into the world communist program," 
Coudert wanted to know what evidence Rusk had that this was the 
ease. lOO 

Coudert's questions were a singular event, however. If other 
members doubted the course of U.S. policy toward Indochina they 
did not voice them, with the exception, as indicated earlier, of com­
ments by a couple of members about the need for new leadership 
in Vietnam. 101 But even those who questioned U.S. support for 
Baa Dai agreed fully with the U.S. commitment to defend Indl)­
china. The congressional consensus that this commitment was vital 
to the interests of the United States was resounding; resounding, 
that is, as long as French forces were doing the fighting. Whether 
the defense of Indochina was vital enough to justify the use of U.S. 
forces was a question that remained to be answered. 

Renewed Concern About Indochina 
By July 1951, U.N. forces had recaptured most of Korea south of 

the 38th parallel, and on July 8 cease-fire talks began. Although a 
cease-fire was not agreed upon until 1953, the improved situation 
in Korea made it poasible for the U.S. Government to give greater 
attention to Indochina. This renewed concern was also prompted by 
the situation in Indochina, where, after a successful campaign by 
French forces in Vietnam, the war was again stalemated. 

Congress, however, appeared to be preoccupied with ending the 
f,ghting in Korea and avoiding similar commitments in other parts 
of Asia. Thus, when Rusk testified before an executive session of 
the Foreign Relations Committee on July 2, 1951, he got no takers 
when he suggested that the committee might want to consider the 
situation in Indochina. " ... any ceasefire in Korea," he said, "will 
in no sense reduce the danger in other places. . . in Indochina the 
situation is ominous at the present time. There is now evidence of 

IOfJU.S. CongftSa., House, Committee on Appropriations, Mutual Security Program. Appr0pri4~ 
(ions for 19$/. HearingB, 82d Cong .• 1st 8e88. (WBBhington. D.C.: lJ S. Govt. Print. OfL 19511. pp. 
58[,-58li. 
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a degroo of Chinese Communist activity there which is not rea.tl8ur­
ing. G<;.neral de Lattre has been doing a good job, but the threat is 
building Up."'·· 

Meanwhile, the executive branch debate over the U.S. role in 
Indochina was intensifying. Blum and the ECA, supported by Gul­
lion, were pushing for greater involvement, while Minister Heath, 
supported by David K. E. Bruce, U.S. Arnbassador to France, 
argued that the U.S. was not in a position to replace the French. 
The issue was brought to a head when Heath recommended 
changes in the handling of economic aid that would attempt to 
meet some of the objections of the French, especially those of Gen­
eral de Lattre, that the U.S. aid program was undercutting their 
role. In a cable on June 29, 1951, proposing these changes, Heath 
said that when he was sent to Saigon in 1950 he had been instruct­
ed that the U.S. was "to supplement but not to supplant" the 
French. This policy, he said, continued to he valid. Without the 
French, Vietnam would not survive for six weeks, and, he added, 
after summarizing the Blum-Gullion argument: 

. . . it is childish to think of ousting the Fr from IC [Indo­
china] and stemming Communism in SEA with the means now 
at hand. Militarily, I take it no other non-Commie power or 
combination of powers is today prepared take over from the Fr 
expeditionary corps. Politically, whatever might have been sit­
uation 2 years ago, no party, no newspaper, no group, no indi­
viduai in Vietnam today publicly espouses the elimination of 
Fr except the VM. There is literally no place behind which 
such Arner influence cld be exerted, and none is likely be per· 
mitted arise. Nor cld such a party or such a pro-Arner move­
ment be built overnight out of mil and econ aid programs of 
the size available for IC. Economically, present ECA and 
MAAG budgets are minor compared with Fr expenditures. 
They are sufficient if wrongly applied to embitter Franco-Arner 
relations; they are not enough replace the Fr contribution.'·' 

Ambassador Bruce said that Heath's position was correct, 
". . . unless. of course, US is willing to contemplate affIrmatively 
major shift in responsibility for keeping this area out of Commie 
hands."ID4 Washington also agreed, and the State Department 
cabled Heath instructions to make most of the proposed changes 
that the French had requested in the procedure for handling ec0-
nomic aid. 

Blum's response on July 12. however. was that Heath's analysis 
of the situation overlooked the fact that the U.S. and the French 
were approaching the problem from different premises, and that 
"Increased consultation wid be profitable onll within a framework 
of agreed premises that does not now exist: "We must do every­
thing we can avoid undermining the Fr position," he said, adding, 
in language suggesting that the U.S. should put itself in a position 
to supplant or take over from the French, "but We must recognize 
that this undermining is the work of the Viets themselves, brought 
on in part by Fr mistakes, and has been going on for many years. 

1 tHSFRC HIS. Ser, 1951, vat lll, pt. 1. p. 547. 
IIUFRUS, 1951, vol VI, pp. 432-438. 
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Perhaps the best we can hope for is to conduct here a kind of 
uneasy holding operation until something else happens in tlllother 
place. If and when this happens the Fr may have to withdraw en· 
tirely, tllld unless we are willing to abandon this area indeftnitely 
we should try to maintain position of influence in this part of 
world where only break with past offen a firm foundation for the 
future." 1 05 

On July 20, Heath sent a long cable to Washington explaining 
his position, in which he very prophetically sfli.d, among other 
things, " ... pressures will mount in Fr and IC for negotiated set· 
tlement in Vietnam with forthcoming negots on post armistice p0.­
litical settlement in Korea. Problem may soon become one not of 
attempting persuade Fr to intervene less in IC but to continue 
their exertions beyond politically popular level."'o. 

In a memorandum to Secretary Acheson on the Heath·Blum di!r 
pute, Livingston T. Merchant, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State 
for Far Eastern Affairs, sfli.d he thought that both men were cor· 
rect, and that it was necessary to contain the Communista militari­
ly as well as to respond to the legitimate demands of the people. "I 
suppose, in a word," he concluded, "I would summarize my feeling 
by saying that whereas the answer to the problem is to a consider­
able extant military, for the obvious reason that a full-scale war is 
being conducted, nevertheless the political is the more important 
component." Interestingly enough, in view of the efforts made 
during tllld after 1968 to get the Vietnamese to defend themselves 
("Vietnamilation"), Merchant sfli.d that he approved of channeling 
U.S. military aid to the newly-established national army, and that 
"the prompt creation of an effective National Army is our best if 
not our 01l1y hope in Indochina.",07 

While resisting U.S. intervention, the French were continuing to 
solicit U.S. support for the war in Indochina. In September 1951, 
French Foreign Minister Robert SchumllJl, accompanied by Gener­
al de Lattre, came to Washington for meetings of the Foreign Min· 
isters of the U,S., FrllJlce, IIJId Britain. Among the topics discussed 
at these meetings, as well as in separate discussions between U.S. 
and French officials, was the situation in Indochina. Schuman sfli.d 
that FrllJlce could not continue defending Indochina. as well as 
meeting its obligations in Europe. without increased help from the 
United States. 

General de Lattre also conferred with U.s, officials, including 
President Truman, who, he said, assured him that the United 
States "would not kt Indochi1U1. fall illto enemy hands. "10S 

In a meeting with Defense officials, de Lattre took the position 
that the U ,So shared with France the responsibility for defending 
Indochina; "Do not say my theatre. It is not my theatre; it is our 
theatre," The U.S, had to decide. he sfli.d, ". , . if it is necessary to 
hold Asia, If the answer is yes, then it must give him the material 
he needs for the defense of Indochina." At another point, according 
to the record of the meeting, he said that Gen. J. Lawton Collins, 

\f)~ lbw., pp. 450-451. 
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then the Chief of Staff of the Army, had "agreed with him that 'if 
you lose Korea, Asia is not lost; but if I lose Indochina, Asia is lost.' 
Tonkin is the key to Southeast Asia, if Southeast Asia is lost, India 
will burn like a match and there will be no barrier to the advance 
of Olmmunism before Suez and Africa. If the Moslem world were 
thus engulfed, the Moslems in North Africa would soon fall in line 
and Europe itself would be outflanked." 1 09 

General de Lattre said that the military situation in Indochina 
was stalemated, and would continue to be unless the U.S. promptly 
delivered the military assistance items already programmed, as 
well as increasing such assistance. If he had more adequate sup" 
plies he could defeat the Viet Minh within 1-2 years unless the 
Chinese directly intervened. 11 0 

In discussions at the State Department, General de Lattre said 
that the problems arising from the U.S. aid program had been 
"caused by the fact that a number of young men with a 'mission­
ary zeal' were dispensing economic aid with the result that there 
was a feeling on the part of some that they were using this aid to 
extend American influence." He said that the situation had im­
proved, however, after discussions with the U .8., and that he had 
been informed that Mr. Blum was no longer in Indochina. Minister 
Heath and other State Department officials added that past misun­
derstandings had been cleared up. 111 

It was apparent, however, judging by a cable from Gullion on Oc­
tober 16, 1951, that although the U.S. aid program was now less of 
an irritant, the impulse to intervene, as might be expected, was in­
creasing as the amount of U.S. aid increased."Z It was becoming 
obvious that the greater the dependency. the greater the involve­
ment; the greater the U.S. stake in the outcome, the greater the 
desire to influence events. Thus, as Gullion explained at length, be­
cause the creation of the new Vietnamese National Army was es­
sential "if fighting in Ie is to be ended in our lifetimes," and be­
cause the United States was providing most of the funds and sup" 
plies for this army, the U.s. was thereby "more directly involved" 
in its creation, and should have more direct contact "with the 
client army as we have under MDAP programs other countries." 
But he argued that U.s. assistance should not be limited to mili­
tary matters. The United States should, he said. "use our aid as 
level to insure better probity and performance by Vietnam offi­
cials, and to insure realistic budgeting." And he ended the cable 
with this strikingly broad assertion: 

Way must be found in the present transitional stage of IC 
independence to make the future reaL As Our own contribution 
in IC is indispensable and steadily increases, we are justified in 
concerning ourselves with the political base of military success; 
the prospects for democratic institutions, forms of suffrage, 
admin of justice, the economic and social improvement of the 
IC masses, the progressive relaxation of the police control over 
individual and civil liberties, the constitution of a govt more 

tlJtlbuJ .• pp, .517 -52L lemphasis in originall 
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representative of the entire country, the definition on viable 
terms of Vietnam's place in French Union. These are also 
weapons in this war; their institution in Vietnam may also re­
quire close US concern. 

These views were supported by R Allen Griffin, who had headed 
the special study mission to Indochina in the spring of 1950, and in 
November was designated Special Far East Representative for the 
foreign aid program (ECA). While on a tour of ECA missions after 
his appointment he cabled a report to Washington in which he said 
that the U.S. "has paid for right to exercise stronger voice in deter­
mination of politics" in Indochina, and that although the aid pro­
gram was correctly conceived, it could not function unless there 
was a "~ovt with some grass roots instincts, intentions and social 
purpose. '113 He recommended that the U.S. and France collabo­
rate to bring such a government into power, adding, "If we fail to 
secure their collaboration for setting up a govt fitted for the job by 
something better than obedience to Fr, then one day we will discov­
er that the Fr in disgust and discouragement will abandon their at­
tempt to defend this flank of sea." 

In his cable, Griffm, whose experience included serving as deputy 
director of the aid mission in China during the demise of the Na­
tionalists, made these very interesting comments on the situation 
under the government of Bao Dai and his Prime Minister, Tran 
Van Huu (a wealthy landowner and French citizen, who had been 
installed as the Governor of Cochin China under the French prior 
to the reunification under Bao Dai): 

We are dealing with able land owners-mandarin type­
functionaire govt. Its weakness is not that it is subordinate in 
many ways to Fr but that it is in no sense the servant of the 
people. It has no grass roots. It therefore has no appeal whatso­
ever to the masses. It evokes no popular support because it has 
no popular program. It has no popular program because nature 
of its leaders tends to an attitude that this wid be a "conces­
sion." This govt might reluctantly try to mollify public opinion, 
but it does not consist of men who wId lead public opinion. 
Therefore though France-Vietnam Armed Forces may cont to 
win small engagements for ltd [limited] objectives, no real 
progress is being made in winning war, which depends equally 
on polit solution .... Revolution will continue and Ho Chi­
minh will remain popular hero, so long as "independence" 
leaders with Fr support are simply native mandarins who are 
succeeding foreign mandarins. The period of mandarin and 
functionaire govt in Asia is over. The present type of govt in 
Viet is a relic of the past as much as Fr colonialism. . . . The 
issue in my mind is more than nationalism and Francophobia. 
It is old Asian issue that destroyed the Kuomintang in Chi, 
Communist opportunity to exploit insecurity, and hunger and 
wretchedness of masses of people to whom their govt has failed 
to make an effective appeal. 

What is particularly noteworthy about Griffin's comments is 
that, having demonstrated some insight and understanding in his 
analysis of the problem, he came to the conclusion that the United 
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States could and should intervene in search of a national leader 
who would have broad public appeal, and, more remarkably, to the 
conclusion that this could be done successfully. But so did many 
others who followed him in positions of leadership in the U.S. Gov­
ernment in both the executive and the legislative branches. 

The reaction of Minister Heath to Griffin's proposals was that 
there were no "grass roots" leaders who would join the government 
under the relationship existing between France and Vietnam. 
Moreover, the development of such a government, he said, would 
have to occur in an evolutionary fashion as conditions permitted. 
But he agreed that "our aid entitles us to special role in IC and 
govt performance can be improved by our representation to Viets 
and Fr. We can ask Or require Viets to produce budget, increase 
govt revenues, curb graft, fol through on land reform, and display 
more energy." 11 4 From Paris, Ambassador Bruce also agreed.l15 

Boo Dai, wanting the help of the U.S. in getting concessions from 
the French, as well as in dealing with his own Prime Minister, told 
Heath that "in view our massive support US not only had right but 
duty criticize and counsel with respect Viet Govt operations."'" 
He asked the U.S. to give him a copy of a State Department in­
struction On the issues under review so that he would have greater 
leverage with his Prime Minister. The French thought this would 
be useful, but warned against direct U.S. communication with Viet­
namese officials. Heath said that "Bao Dai's approach somewhat 
inconvenient since it has appearance of asking us assume his re­
sponsibilities to assert auth by his own govt," but he asked Wash­
ington for instructions to be used for this purpose nevertheless." 7 

Fear of Chinese Intervention 
By the end of 1951, de Lattre was gone and the U.S. was faced 

with an increasingly uncertain situation in Indochina. During a 
tour of the area in the middle of November, Generai Collins had 
reported that he was "impressed" by what he saw, even though "it 
will be some years before the Vietnamese will be competent to 
defend themselves." He added, however, that "this is largely a Gen­
eral de Lattre show. If anything should happen to him, there could 
well be a collapse in Indo-China." 118 By early December, de Lattre, 
who was seriously ill, and who "now despaired of victory,"I1> had 
returned to Paris, and the U.S. was confronted with the absence of 
effective French leadership as well as a growing concern that the 
Chinese were preparing to intervene directly in the war. 

At this point, December 1951, serious consideration again was 
given by U.S. policymakers to military alternatives in Indochina 
should the Chinese intervene. The position that U.S. forces should 
be used only to assist the French in evacuating the country re­
mained in effect, but, as Admiral Radford has noted, "Although of­
ficial policy had not changed perceptibly during 1951, a stronger at-

114Jbid. pp 558-559. 
III/bid .. p. 560. 
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titude toward the Indochina problem was in the Washington 
air.Ul2O 

The United States WIIS still opposed to using American ground 
forces in the war, as well as opposing three-power military plan­
ning for the area as proposed by the British during the fall of 
1951,' 2I but the Chinese Communist threat, together with the 
demise of de Lattre and the weariness of the French, forced the 
issue of possible military action onto the agenda of the Policy 
Circle.'" On December 19, 1951, the newly-appointed Assistant 
Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, John M. Allison, sent a 
memo to Secretary of Stete Acheson on the "ominous character of 
intelligence reports concerning a Chinese preparation for massive 
intervention in Indochina," in which he said, "The consensus of in­
telligence reporting would indicate that action on a large scale 
against French Union and Vietnam forces in Tonkin may be ex­
pected on or about the 28th of December." He suggested, therefore, 
that the NSC in its scheduled meeting that day direct preparation 
of a staff study on posaible U.S. responses. This was done ... • 

That same day, there was a meeting in the regularly-flCheduled 
series of discussions between State, Defense, and the JCS, at which 
the Indochina situation was discussed ... • The record clearly indi­
cates how serious the situation was considered to be, as well as the 
differences of opinion about what, if anything, the U.S. could and 
should do. Contrary to the usual stereotype, representatives from 
the military seemed less concerned about the possible "loss" of 
Indochina than those from the State Department. Gen. Hoyt S. 
Vandenberg, Chief of Staff of the Air Force, said that "the question 
realIy is, are we or are we not prepared to let Southeast Asia go?" 
John M. Allison from State replied, "There would be a real danger 
of losing Southeast Asia if Indochina went Communistic." General 
Collins, Army Chief of Staff, responded to Allison by saying that he 
thought "the assumption that all of Southeast Asia would be lost if 
Indochina goes Communist needs careful analysis." He said the 
British could hold Malaya, which, in terms of resources, was where 
most of the tin WIIS located. He added that because of the problem 
OJ "getting able native leadership," combined with the fact that 
the efforts of the French seemed to be 80 dependent on de Lattre, 
" ... I think we must face the probability that Indochina will be lost." 
Paul Nitze, Director of the POlicy Planning Staff of the State D&­
partment, replied, "If we get an armistice in Korea and then quiet· 
ly swallow the loss of Indochina, the adverse public relations conse­
quences would be tremendous. We should consider very carefully 
what is involved." At this point Gen. Ornar N. Bradley, Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs, commented: "Maybe we could use the 'larger 
sanction' in the Indochina situation as well as in Korea." But the 
dlfficulty with doing that, said Charles Bohien from the State D&-

U"'-From harl Harbor It> YJ.etl1am., p. 348. 
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partment, was that "a Chinese increase in support will probably be 
gradual and covert rather than sudden and open." 

The "larger sanction" was atomic weapons, which, even before 
the end of Truman's administration, were being considered for use 
against mass military movements by the Chinese in Korea. 

AI; far as conventional forces were concerned, General Bradler, 
commented, "I just don't think we could get our public to go along , 
with the use of U.S. ground troops in Indochina. 

General Collins was asked whether the French "could hold on if 
the Chinese don't come in in force." He replied that they could, but 
that "there is no chance that they really can clean up the situa­
tion." "To clean up the situation," he added, "would require a gen­
eral offensive." 

AI; 1951 ended, Washington received a long, thoughtful, pessimis­
tic cable from Ambassador Bruce in Paris. t •• "In light of domestic 
official and public opinion Fr Jr,>licy in regard to Indochina war is 
rapidly mOVing toward a crisis, ' he reported. "Two years ago no Fr 
govt wId have survived a proposal that Indochina be voluntarily 
abandoned," but such a decision would now "be generally greeted 
by Fr public with a sense of emotional relief." Although he did not 
think the government would propose such a step, "I believe that 
the snowball has started to form, and public sentiment for with­
drawal, in the absence of adoption of some Course of action envisag­
ing either internationalization of Indochina problem or Fr receipt 
of massive additional aid, will gain steadily and perhaps at acceler­
ated rate. H 

Bruce cited the public and private position of various leaders, in­
cluding Pierre Mendes-France (the leader of the Radical Socialists, 
who was to become Premier on June 17, 1954 in the middle of the 
Geneva Conference, with a promise that within 30 days he would 
negotiate peace in Indochina or resign). Mendes-France, who for 
some time had been urging a negotiated peace in Indochina, was 
gaining support,"· Bruce said, as was Jean Monnet, a leading 
French architect of European economic union who was well-known 
and respected in Washington, and who took the position that the 
French could not continue the war in Indochina and make their 
proper contribution to European defense. Raymond Aron, a promi­
nent French writer, was also in favor of withdrawal, but had re­
frained from publishing his views, said Bruce. 

"We may soon be presented with a definite either/or situation," 
Bruce concluded. "Either we increase our present aid to Indochina 
to a very considerable extent and make certain defmite commit­
ments as to what we will do in the event of a Chi invasion, or the 
Fr will be compelled to reexamine their entire policY in the area." 

Deterring tM Chinese 
AI; 1952 began, the United States was faced with wbat was per­

ceived to be a very seroUS situation in AI;ia. In Korea, the armistice 
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talks, which had begun in July 1951, were not making significant 
progress, and although fighting had decreased, the Communists 
were reported to be in an increasingly stronger position to resume 
more active military operations. The prolongation of negotiations, 
together with the U.S. decision in 1950-51 not to attack China 
itself after the Chinese sent forces into Korea, also had helped to 
make it possible for the Chinese to shift more forces to the Indo­
china border toward the end of 1951, thereby increasing U.S. fear 
of Chinese intervention in Indochina. IThe shift in Korea away 
from heavy fighting toward negotiations, however, had also en­
abled the U.S. to give more attention to the Indochina situation.) In 
addition, Communist insurgencies in other former colonial or colo­
nial countries in Asia continued to be a source of concern, and 
large quantitites of American aid were being given to the Phili?­
pines and Indonesia (Malaya was under British control and Burma 
was neutral) in an effort to prevent the Communists from gaining 
control of these areas. 

During the first six months of 1952, the executive branch en· 
gaged in an intensive discussion of U.S. policy toward Indochina, 
especially the threat of Chinese intervention, and in June a new 
NSC policy position, NSC 12412, "United States Objectives and 
Courses of Action with Respect to Southeast Asia," was approved 
by the President. at superceded the two previous directives, NSC 
48, approved in December 1949, and NSC 64, approved in April 
1950,) The importance of NSC 12412, in terms of U.S. policy toward 
Indochina, is that it took an even stronger position on the question 
of U.S. interest in defending that area against the Communists 
than was taken in either NSC 48 or 64, and that it called for U.S. 
military action against China itself if necessary to save Southeast 
Asia. Moreover, it provided that such action could be taken unilat­
erally by the United States if need be. 127 

NSC 12412 was drafted in response to the need felt by both mili­
tary and civilian authorities for a Presidential policy directive 
based on the conditions existing at that time. U.S. military authori­
ties were concerned about the lack of a Presidential decision as to 
what military response should be made in the event of large-sca.le 
Chinese intervention. Such an eventuality, while no longer consid­
ered imminent, was still assumed to be possible, especially after 
settlement of the Korean war. 

The State Department, for its part, while agreeing with the need 
for such a decision, took the position (as did some officials at the 
Pentagon) that it was equally if not more important to decide what 
to do if the Chinese did not intervene, but if the Viet Minh, with 
increased Chinese assistance, became even more of a threat. Civil­
ian and military policymakers also agreed on the need for a cur­
rent policy paper reflecting changes in the situation in Indochina 
in the 2 years since the approval of NSC 48 and 64, as well as u?­
dating the position of the U.s. toward Indochina in light of the 
Korean war. 

An intelligence estimate on March 3, 1952 for the period through 
June 1952, concluded that there would probably be no Chinese in­
vasion, but that the Chinese would increase their assistance to the 

t t'The text of sse 124' 2 is in FRUS. 1952 -;954, vol XlI 
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Viet Minh. Intelligence experts also found continuing erosion in 
the position of French Union forces. "Through mid-1952," accord­
ing to the estimate, "the probable outlook in Indochina is one of 
gradual deterioration of the Franco-Vietnamese military posi­
tion .... The longer term outlook is for continued improvement in 
the combat effectiveness of the Viet Minh and an increased Viet 
Minh pressure against the Franco-Vietnamese defenses. Unless 
present trends are reversed, this growing pressure, coupled with 
the difficulties which France may continue to face in supporting 
major military efforts in both Europe and Indochina, may lead to 
an eventual French withdrawal from Indochina." ,28 

On January 11, 1952, before discussions began on NSC 12412, 
there was a tripartite military conference in Washington, as recom­
mended at the Singapore military meeting in May 1951, to discuss 
U.S.-~'rench-British cooperation in Southeast Asia. U.S. military 
authorities agreed to have the meeting, which had been requested 
by the French, provided there would be no U.S. commitments. Ac­
cording to (rl;neral Collins, "The danger is that the French always 
say 'We can't do anything, you can, so if you don't do anything 
that's your responsibility.' " ... 

The principal subject discussed at the January 11 conference, 
which was attended also by diplomatic representatives, was the 
action that should be taken to deter a Chinese invasion of Indo­
china, as well as the action that should be taken if such an inva­
sion occurred. On the latter point, (rl;neral Bradley said he could 
not commit the U.S. "as to extent and character of US Mil assist­
ance in event of massive Chi intervention." 130 He added, however, 
that this question was "being considered at highest official level as 
matter of urgency." French Marshal Alphonse Pierre Juin said 
that in the event of such an invasion the French would fall back to 
Haiphong, where they would "fIght to last man." But he appealed 
for U.S. and British "air and naval support if not ground forces" to 
help them repel a Chinese attack. 

The allied military chiefs reached agreement on one very impor­
tant point. They decided to recommend to their governments that 
the three powers should warn the Chinese that aggression against 
Southeast Asia would "bring certain retaliation from the three 
powers, not necessarily limited to the area of aggression." To im­
plement this proposal they established a committee to consider spe­
cific retaliatory steps in the event the Chinese ignored the warn­
ing. 

It is interesting to note that in an executive session of the For­
eign Relations Committee on January 14, 1952, Secretary of State 
Acheson was asked about the situation in Indochina. He called it 
"a very, very serious problem." Asked what courses of action were 
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being considered, he replied, "I don't know in detail." He said that 
there had been a tripartite meeting of military chiefs but that he 
had not yet received a report on it.'3l Technically this may have 
been true, but Acheson doubtless knew about the meeting, and es­
pecially about the proposal for warning China. He simply did not 
divulge it to the committee on that occasion. 

In another executive session on February 8, Acheson alluded to a 
possible Chinese invasion, which he said "would have to be held off 
by some international action which said, 'If you fellows come in 
you will be pasted.' " But he added that there had been no agree­
ment on the actions required to back up such a warning. Once 
again he avoided any discussion of the proposal for a formal warn­
ing. 132 

It is also of interest to note several of Acheson's interpretations 
during that same hearing. He was asked by Chairman Connally 
whether the Indochina war had begun as a "colonial dispute." His 
answer was that it began as a "dispute between two factions, one of 
which was led by Ho Chi Minh and the other by Bao Dai." He was 
then asked whether the Indochina war could be settled by action 
by the U.N., as in the case of Indonesia, to bring about its inde­
pendence. He replied: 133 

The problem in Indochina, Senator, is no longer any conflict 
between the French and the Vietnamese. The Vietnamese 
have got all the liberty and opportunity that they can possibly 
handle or want. In fact, they have got a lot more than they can 
either handle or want. Their difficulty now is in getting the 
people who can both carry on and administer the country 
which is turned over to them, and can raise this army and get 
the resources to maintain both. The level of personnel in the 
indigenous government, the Vietnamese Government, is not 
high enough or vigorous enough. Their fmancial resources are 
low. The French are subsidizing their treasury. The French are 
not only not getting anything out of Indochina, they are put­
ting an awful lot in, and that burden is a very hard one. 

The objective of the U.S., Acheson said, was "to keep them doing 
what they are doing, which is taking the primary responsibility for 
this r:1f:ht in Indochina and not letting them in any way transfer it 
to us,' 

Chairman Connally added his own observation: "Ultimately, I 
think France is going to have to get out or acknowledge this antico­
lonialism, because they are not going to put up with this colonial· 
ism any longer .... "'" 

In both of these meetings the members of the committee seemed 
somewhat more concerned about the situation in Indochina than 
they had previously, but they continued to defer to the Executive, 
and to accept without serious challenge the Executive's explana­
tions and interpretations. They also acquiesced in the reluctance of 
Executive witnesses to provide information on the situation or to 
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discuss alternatives, even when asked to, as when Acheson was 
asked what courses of action were being considered by the military 
and he replied that he did not know "in detail." In another in· 
stance Senator Fulbright asked whether the situation was "better 
or worse" than it was a year earlier, and Acheson replied that it 
was better as a result of de Lattre's campaign ... • This statement 
was made only a few weeks after the State Department had been 
told that de Lattre himself "despaired of victory." 

On March 3, Acheson met again with the Foreign Relations Com­
mittee and Fulbright rephrased his question: ". . . it is worse, too, 
isn't it, this situation in Indochina?" Acheson replied, "I don't 
think it has changed," but he added, "You just cannot overstress 
the seriousness of that Indochinese situation. "I" 

In the same hearing, Senator Guy M. Gillette (D/Iowa) asked 
whether there was domestic political pressure on the French to 
withdraw from Indochina. Acheson replied that there was some 
talk in France to this effect, and that because of the "terrible 
drain" on the French the U.S. would have to watch the situation 
"very carefully." Again, however, he declined to discuss the situa· 
tion with the committee. When Fulbright asked him what we 
would do if the French withdrew, Acheson replied, "Well, I just 
can't answer that. I don't knoW."IS1 

Fulbright's own response to the question of possible French with­
drawal is an important indicator not only of his attitude at the 
time, but probably also of moo of the internationalists in the 
Senate. "We have to do something," he said. 

Approval of NSC 12,./2 
The development of NSC 12412 began on February 13, 1952, with 

distribution of a draft of the proposed directive, to which was an· 
nexed a paper from the Senior Staff of the NBC which had been 
drafted, at least in part, by the State Department."· "Communist 
domination of Southeast Asia," the senior staff paper began, 
"whether by means of overt invasion, subversion, or accommoda­
tion on the part of the indigenous governments, would be crttical to 
United States security interests." (Note that "accommodation on 
the part of the indigenous governments" was considered dangerous, 
in addition to possible overt invasion or subversion.) It went on to 
elaborate the danger of Communist control of Southeast Asia, and 
then declared, "The strategic importance of the countries in South­
east Asia, and the cumulative effect of a successful communist pen­
etration in anyone area, point to the importance of action de­
signed to forestall any aggression by the Chinese Communists." 

Picking up on the recommendation from the January 11 military 
conference, the paper stated that the ". . . most effective possible 
deterrent would be a joint warning by the United States and cer· 
tain other governments regarding the grave consequences of Chi­
nese aggression against Southeast Asia, and implying the threat of 
retaliation against Communist China itself." 
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According to the paper, however, the real problem. assuming 
there was no Chinese invasion. was indigenous. and was political as 
well as military: "In the long run, the security of Indochina against 
communism will depend upon the development of native govern­
ments able to command the support of the masses of the people 
and national armed forces capable of relievinlf the French of the 
major burden of maintaining internal security.' 

With respect to the military situation the NSC pag;.r concluded 
that it "continues to be one of stalemate." and that 'The prospect 
is for a continuation of the present stalemate" in the absence of 
Chinese intervention. 

This led to the further conclusion that the French might become 
inclined to settle with the Communists and to withdraw. This. the 
paper said, " ... would be tantamount to handing over Indochina 
to communism. The United States should therefore continue to 
oppose any negotiated settlement with the Viet Minh." Moreover. 
if such a settlement appeared likely. the U.S. should oppose it and 
should consult with the French and British on possible additional 
steps to defend Indochina. The nature of those additional steps. it 
said. should be "urgently" reexamined by the U. S. Government in 
order to determine what the U.S. would be willing to do at that 
point. 

In the event of an overt, large-scale Chinese invasion, or if Chi­
nese forces were "covertly participating to such an extent as to 
jeopardize retention of the Tonkin Delta by the French forces." the 
U.S should give maximum possible support to the French. prefer­
ably under the auspices of the U.N. If U.N. support was not ob­
tained. the U.S. should seek the support of other countries. In the 
absence of the support of other countries. the paper concluded. it 
was unlikely that the U.S. would act unilaterally againat China. 
(This was not the conclusion of NSC 12412 itself. however.) 

If other countries supported such an effort. the U.S. would con­
tribute its own forces. The nature of this contribution could not be 
predicted. the paper said, but it added that "It would be desirable 
to avoid the use of major U.S. ~und forces in Indochina." (Note 
the use of the word "major.") 'Other effoctive means of opposing 
the aggression would include naval, air and logistical support of 
the French Union forces. naval blockade of Communist China. and 
attacks by land and carrier based aircraft on military targets in 
Communist China." 

U.S. military attacks on China. the paper added. would have var­
ious consequences, one of which would be public opposition to "an­
other Korea." But the paper suggested that "Informed public opin­
ion might support use of U.S. forces in Indochina regardless of sen­
timent about another Korea' on the basis that: (a) Indochina is of 
greater strategic importance than Korea; (h) the confirmation of 
UN willingness to oppose aggression with force, demonstrated at 
such a high cost in Korea. might be nullified by the failure to 
commit UN forces in Indochina; and (e) a se<:ond instance of aggres­
sion by the Chinese Communists would justify measures not subject 
to the limitations imposed upon the UN action in Korea." 

The NSC staff paper concluded that because U.S. military ac­
tions against China would constitute a de {aero, undeclared war, it 
would be ". . . desirable to consult with key members of both par-
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ties in Congress in order to obtain their prior concurrence in the 
course of action contemplated." (This was omitted from NSC 1241 
2.) 

On February 11, 1952, the Far East Bureau of the State Depart.. 
ment sent to the Secretary a memorandum on the major question 
that was not addressed in the NSC paper, namely, what were U.S. 
options if the Chinese did not intervene on a large scale, but gave 
increased assistance to the Viet Minh?'·· After a discuasion along 
the same lines as the NSC paper (and in identical language at cer­
tain points) the State Department J?liper concluded that the U.S. 
"must keep on keeping on in Indochina, until the Viet Minh is liq­
uidated and therefore, no longer an effective iustrument of the 
Kremlin and Peiping, or until events elsewhere in the world re­
lieve, in whole or in part, the burden now borne by anti-(!()mmunist 
forces in this theater of action." Specifically, it recommended that 
the U.S. increase its financial and other forms of assistance to the 
French and the Indochinese, including paying all or most of the 
costa of the new Indochinese armies. ''The formation and commit­
ment to battle of the Indochinese National armies should be accel­
erated in every ~ible way. In our opinion, this offers the 11I08t 
promising pr08pect of influencing the political complex in a positive 
way. and of "'r:~iding additional U8Sista~ in an effective -manner. n (Empfl . in original) 

The State Department paper also recommended that the U.S. 
"Press Bao Dai to take a more active and vigorous part in Viet­
namese affairs. He should be pressed to: 

"a. Broaden the representations in his Government of Vietnam­
ese political groups such as the Cao Daisle, Dai Viets, Catholics, 
etc.; 

"b. make public a national budget; 
"c. establish diplomatic missions abroad; 
"d. devote particular energy to the national armies' project." 
During the many weeks of dehl>eration On NSC 124 that fol-

lowed. three dominant factors shaped the debate. The first was the 
situation in =0::' where every effort was being made to secure 
approval, es . y by the French. of the European Defense Com­
munity. (The treaty establishing the EDC was signed by the respec­
tive Foreign Ministers, including the French. on May 'J:1. 1952,) It 
was argued. and with considerable effectiveness apparently. that 
because of this situation NSC 124 should not prescribe undue addi­
tional U.S. pressure on the French. (In 1954. the French Parlis­
ment rejected the EDC treaty.) The second factor was the position 
of the Pentagon that the United States should not commit ground 
forces to Indochina, and that the primary U.S. military mission, if 
any. should be directed agaiust the Chinese. The third. stemming 
from the second and reinforcing the first, was that because the 
U.S. was not in a position to assume the role of the French in Indo­
china, every effort should be made to keep France from withdraw­
ing. 

These three factors tended to reinforce the position taken in the 
NSC staff study that the posture atJd the role of the U.S. should be 
primarily to provide additional assistance to the French and the 
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Indochinese, and to deter the Chinese, or to attack them by air and 
sea if they invaded Indochina, 

In a meeting of the National Security Council on March 5, 1952, 
Secretary of State Acheson, according to the summary of the meet­
ing, took the position that had been suggested in the February 11 
State Department paper that NSC 124 should ", , , stress the con­
tingency of a continued deterioration of the situation in Indochina 
in the absence of any identifiable Communist aggression, and 
should also take careful account of the possibility that the French 
might feel compelled to get out of French Indochina," The NSC, he 
said, should assess the relative importance of Indochina in relation 
to NATO with respect to the role of the French, and should also 
determine what the U $, "is really prepared to do in order to keep 
the French in Indochina," It was agreed by the NSC that these 
matters would be studied, .. 0 

On March Z1, pursuant to the action of the NSC, the State De­
partment prepared a draft paper on Indochina for consideration in 
the drafting of NSC 124, It analyzed what U,S, policy should be on 
the specific assumption "That identifiable Chinese Communist ag­
gression against Southeast Asia does not take place," '41 The first 
portion of the paper generally followed the lines of the earlier 
State Department and NSC drafts, There was a new section, how­
ever, dealing with "Considerations Affecting U,S, Assumption of 
Increased Responsibility for Indochina," followed by a section on 
"Possible U,S, Courses of Action," which represented an attempt to 
respond more defmitively to the question of what the U,S. could 
and should do about Indochina, and in which the risks of assuming 
greater responsibility were clearly stated: 

Important as the maintenance and development of an anti­
communist position in Indochina is to the interests of the U.S., 
a U,S, decision to undertake greater responsibility in Indo­
china should be made only in the light of (al the possibility 
that any U.S, course of action, short of actual employment of 
U.S. armed forces, may in the long run prove inefficacious; (hJ 
the possibility that a marked improvement in the anti-£ommu­
nist position in Indochina which threatened to eliminate the 
Viet Minh might occasion Chinese Communist intervention; (c) 
the possibility that U,S. assumption of responsibility in Indo­
china might occasion a rapid and extensive loss of interest in 
the situation on the part of the French; and (d) U,S, ability to 
assume increased burdens in Indochina in view of its present 
world·wide commitments, 

The situation in the Associated States, the paper said, illustrated 
the problem of creating stability in newly-established nations, With 
the help of the French and the Americans, the Associated States 
might succeed, On the other hand, ", , ,there can be no guarantee 
that increased U.S, assistance to and responsibility for Indochina 
will necessarily stabilize the situation or prevent such deterioration 
as to eventually face the U,S. with a choice of either employing its 
own armed forces or accepting Communist domination of the area," 

1 tOlbu1., pp. 6}·-62. For the full \eJl;t of the lIurrunary see vol. XlI of ,bul. 
11' ''The text of the memo is in Ibid., vol. XIII. pp. 82-89 
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In discussing possible courses of action, the State Department 
paper concluded that increased U.S. assistance for the neW nation­
al armies might be popular with Congress, even though it would 
also lead to greater U.S. involvement: "Assumption of part or all of 
the costs of the national Indochinese armies would increase U.S. in­
volvement in Indochina, and would undoubtedly to some degree in­
crease U.S. responsibility for the area. This course of action might, 
however, be more attractive to the U.S. domestically and thus 
make U.S. appropriations more feasible." 

On the question of using U.S. Armed Forces in Indochina the 
paper had this to say: 

It must be estimated that the Chinese Communists have the 
same sensitivity about their southern border as they have dem­
onstrated in the case of Manchuria and it is probable therefore 
that the intervention of U.S. armed forces in Indochina would 
occasion a full scale Chinese Communist military intervention. 
The employment of U.S. armed forces in Indochina, without a 
prior Chinese Communist intervention, would alao have the 
disadvantage of tending to relieve the French of their basic 
military responsibility for Indochina and thus of providing the 
French with a possible means of exit from Indochina which 
might not too greatly involve French prestige. Aside from the 
dislocation which use of U.S. forces in Indochina would impose 
upon U.S. military dispositions elsewhere in the world, there­
fore, there is good reason to consider it inadvisable for the U.8. 
to employ its own armed forces in Indochina on the assump­
tion, to which this paper is addressed, that Chinese Communist 
identiHable aggression does not take place. 

With respect to further efforts to get the French to grant full in­
dependence, the paper concluded that while this might be popular 
in Indochina, additional U.S. pressure might alao discourage the 
French, and, therefore, should be avoided. 

Based on these considerations, the paper recommended the fol­
lowing steps for the U.S.: 

1. Continue and increase its military and economic assist­
ance programs for Indochina; 

2. Continue to provide substantial Hnancial assistance for 
the French effort in Indochina either through direct budgetary 
assistance to France or through assumption of fmancial re­
sponsibility for the Indochinese national armies, or a combina­
tion of both. 

3. Continue to exert its influence to promote constructive p0-
litical developments in Indochina, and in particular to promote 
a broadening of the base of the governments of the Associated 
States. 

4. Continue to stress French responsibility for Indochina and 
oppose any decrease of French efforts in Indochina. 

5. The U.S. should not employ U.S. armed forces in Indo­
china. 

6. The U.S. should not exert its influence for the achieve­
ment of a truce in Indochina. 

This State Department paper was sent to the Pentagon for com­
ment, and on May 1, 1952, Secretary of Defense Robert Lovett re­
plied by recommending further discussion between the two depart-
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ments. He enclosed copies of memoranda from the JCS and the 
Joint Secretaries (the Secretaries of the Army, Navy, and Air 
Force) commenting on State's paper.l<· 

The response of the JCS was that State's paper did not offer a 
"new approach," but that its recommendations were generally 
sound from a military standpoint. The Chiefs took issue with sever­
al points. While they accepted the possibility that the use of U.8. 
Armed Forces in Indochina might cause the Chinese to intervene, 
they said that this would not be apt to happen if ground forces 
were not used, and if only naval and air forces were "employed in 
the general vicinity" as a "show of force." Moreover, the JCS 
argued, the response of the Chinese to either the use of U.s. Armed 
Forces in Indochina or the defeat of the Viet Minh could not be 
analogized to China's intervention in Korea. Although it was possi­
ble that China would intervene in Indochina in either of these two 
circumstances, it was not, contrary to the State Department's posi­
tion, probable. 

The JCS also urged that, altholl§;h such a step did not appear 
likely. consideration be given to . U.S. courses of action in the 
event of voluntary French withdrawal" from Indochins, 

The Joint Secretaries were much more critical. "We are not fa­
vorably impressed by the draft statement on Indochina. It is appar­
ent that the recommendations offer little more than an expectation 
of preserving the status quo. It is our opinion that a continuation 
of the current program is an expression of a sit tight philosophy 
without definitive goals. The mere fact that the loss of Indochina is 
a bleak prospect does not justify the continual restatement of nega­
tive postulates which result in more and more dollars being poured 
into an uninspired program of wait and see." The U.S., they 
argued, needed a "dynamic program geared to produce positive im­
provements in the military and political situation." Although they 
agreed that an immediate French withdrawal would result either 
in a Communist victory or the need for new U.S. military commit­
ments, they said that ". . . the problem for U.S. policy is not to 
keep the French indefmitely committed in Indochina, but to facili­
tate the inevitable transition from colonialism to independence in 
such a way that there is no opportunity for Communism to flow 
into an intervenirul power vacuum." They urged this three-step 
"dynamic prograi:lli~ 

(1) A French commitment to give the three Associated States 
effective independence within a reasonable period in such form 
and with such guarantees as to carry full conviction. 

(2) An international program, preferably under the United 
Nations, designed to put an end to the civil war, to protect the 
three states from Communist aggression and subversion, and 
to aid and support them during the transition period. 

(3) A French commitment to continue to defend the area 
during the transition period, 

In addition to assurances of "genuine independence," certain 
other steps could be taken, they said, to win the support of the 
people of Indochina for their new governments. These included 
greater freedom of speech, encouragement of the organization of 

14'1'heee documents are iII ibid, pp, 113-124 



114 

political groups, establishment of a national assembly, broader rep­
resentation of political groups in the government, and better gov­
ernment administration and programs. 

The replacement of French troops by native armies, the Join t 
Secretaries said, would be the key measure of success of the pro­
gram of French disengagement and of the development of indige­
nous strength. They added that since one of the handicaps in creat­
ing these armies was the animosity toward French training offi­
cers, the use of a U.S. training mission should be considered. 

Within the State Department the reaction to the JCS position 
was generally favorable, but in a memorandum to Secretary Ach­
eson, Assistant Secretary Allison argued that the U.s. military mis­
sion in Indochina must be strengthened, a position that had been 
taken in the original State paper, but which the JCS had rejected, 
saying that the mission should only be strengthened if necessary in 
connection with increased U.S. military assistance. (Note that it 
was the civilians who were, in this instance, urging a stronger mili­
tary advisory group.) But FE's response to the views of the Joint 
Secretaries was quite another matter. Allison said that the three­
step program proposed by the Secretaries " ... is self-defeating 
and, for that matter, dangerous in the extreme. In our opinion, if it 
were suspected in French circles that such a consideration as that 
embodied in the Joint Secretaries' memorandum were even under 
consideration in the American (iQvernment it would have a disas­
trous effect on the French will to continue their present program 
in Indochina with the sacrifice which it entails. Moreover, if the 
program were known in Vietnamese circles. it would so undermine 
confidence that it might sway the great mass of undecided middle­
ground opinion against the present (iQvernments and France in 
favor of Ho Chi Minh." 

"Without direct U.S. military participation," Allison said, "our 
objectives in Indochina can be achieved only through a continu­
ation of the present scale of French effort," adding that U.S. pres­
sure on the French and the Associated States could be effective 
only if they thought they had full support from the United States. 

Allison concluded his memorandum by suggesting to Acheson:'" 
Mr. Lovett can best further our common objective by con­

tinuing to COOperate with us in obtaining Congressional author­
ization for our aid programs and by endeavoring to assure that 
such unrealistic proposals as that presented in the Joint Secre­
taries' memorandum are no longer offered. if only because 
they represent a great potential danger in that they might. if 
their existence were ever to become kno",m to the French and 
the States' G<Jvernments, result in the very situation which 
our past and present actions have been designed to avoid-an 
immediate choice between allowing Indochina, and possibly all 
of Scutheast Asia, to fall into Communist hands or attempting 
to defend it ourselves with little or no assuranCes of outside 
help. 

On May 12, 1952, there was a meeting of State and Defense offi­
cials, including all of those who had been involved in writing the 
various memos, to discuss NSC 124, especially U.S. policy toward 

I4lThe full text iR 18 IbId., pp 124-129 
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Indochina ... • The conclusion of the group was that the U.s. should 
continue supporting the development of the Indochinese national 
armies. David Bruce, U.S. Ambassador to France, said that it was 
important to get the French out of Indochina, and wondered 
whether the U.S. could contribute directly to the native forces. "It 
might he doubtful," he said, "whether a native army could main­
tain itself alone, but this was our only hope." Secretary of Defense 
Lovett questioned whether it would he possible ". . . to get all of 
the French out of Indochina. He thought it would he hetter to leave 
a substantial numher there. He thought that Congressional appro­
priations were an uncertain base on which a native army would 
have to depend." 

Deputy Secretary of Defense William Foster commented that 
"one cannot omit the problem of colonialism," and that "The only 
hope is to change the political balance in Indochina." There had 
been no progress in two years, he said, and in addition to stronger 
military programs there needed to he stronger economic and social 
programs, with greater pressure on the French. (it should he re­
called that Foster's previous post was administrator of the foreign 
aid program.) Allison disagreed; there had been progress, he assert­
ed. 

The group also agreed on the need for a warning to the Chinese, 
and on the need for additional planning for actions which the UB. 
might agree to take if such a warning were not heeded. 

Toward the end of May, Secretary Acheson went to Paris for tri­
partite Foreign Ministers talks, and hefore going he met, along 
with Secretary Lovett and General Bradley, with the President. 
Truman agreed with the recommendation for a warning to the Chi· 
nese, and with further discussion with the French and British on 
this subject. Although both Lovett and Bradley apparently stressed 
the need for a stronger government in each of the Associated 
States by which to attract greater public support, the State Depart­
ment position prevailed, and it was agreed that Acheson would not 
discuss with the French any internal changes except for strength­
ening the national armies. H' 

The discussion of Indochina at the Foreign Ministers meeting 
was rather inconclusive. The French argued that they needed more 
U.S. financial assistance for supporting the national armies, and 
both the French and the British again were hesitant about issuing 
a warning to the Chinese ... • 

At another tripartite Foreign Ministers meeting in late June 
1952, the British sounded slightly more favorable to the idea of a 
joint warning to the Chinese, but they and the French were obvi­
ously not going to give the proposal strong support and it was not 
pursued by the U.S. GiJvernment after that time. (The warning was 
fmally issued by the U.S. unilaterally in 1953 when Secretary of 
State John Foster Dulles declared that intervention by Chinese 

lHlbui. pp. 141-143. 
lUlbui., pp. 144-145, and John !.t. ABOOD, Ambos&:Jdo,. from lin! Prome lmton: HoughtQn 

Mimin. iSi31, pp. 190-19K In preparing fer the FOn?i.gn Minis~rS meetin~ the State Depart­
ment drafted a beckgrol,lnd P6~r on Indochma for Acheson wveril1g the pomts which the U.S 
would ms..ke vt the meeting. For the tellt see FRUS, 195:2-1954, vol XIU, pp. 150-15-1. 

lHFRUS. 1952-Hi54, vol. xm, pp. 157-166, 
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troops in Indochina would have "grave consequences which might 
not be confined to Indochina. ") u, 

Generally, the U.S. appeared to be yielding to the French during 
these and other meetinga in May.June 1952. British Foreign Secre­
tary Anthony Eden said that at the Foreign Ministers meeting in 
May he had privately advised French Defense Minister PI even that 
France's attitude concerning the need for greater asaistance would 
"exasperate her best friends." Pleven did not agree. Eden said that 
at the June meeting he then discovered he had been "wrong in 
doubting the French method." The U.S., he said, had agreed before 
the meeting even began to increase aid to the French in Indochina 
by 40 percent. This, he said, was "generous by any standards.""· 

Meanwhile, the fmal version of NSC 12412, "United States Objec­
tives and Courses of Action With Respect to Southeast Asia," had 
been approved by the President on June 25, 1952. It stated:,,· 
"Communist domination, by whatever means, of all Southeast Asia 
would seriously endanger in the short run, and critically endanger 
in the longer term, United States security interests." The "primary 
threat to Southeast Asia," it said, " ... arises from the possibility 
that the situation in Indochina may deteriorate as a result of the 
weakening of the resol ve of, or as a result of the inability of the 
governments of France and of the Associated States to continue to 
oppose the Viet Minh rebellion .... " 

Although it found that the primary threat was in the deteriora­
tion of the situation in Indochina itself, rather than the possibility 
of a Chinese invasion, NSC 12412, except for proposing increased 
aasistance to the French and the Associated States, did not directly 
address what the U.S. should do to prevent the Communists from 
taking power internally. Rather, it add~ primarily the ques­
tion of U.S. action in the event of a Chinese invasion. "Apparent­
ly," the Pentagon Papers narrative states, H ••• the NSC wanted to 
make clear that direct U.S. involvement in Indochina was to be 
limited to dealing with direct Chinese involvement." 150 

There is an interesting unattributed document (possibly written 
by Deputy Secretary of Defense Foster) in the Pentagon Papers 
which, among other things, questioned the wisdom of avoiding the 
consideration of U.S. action in the event of a serious internal Com­
munist threat. to. The document, a briefmg paper for an NSC 
meeting, which appears to have been prepared for the Secretary of 
Defense, made this recommendation: 

That you express the view that the present paper concen­
trates far too heavily on action to be taken against aggression; 
that by far the greater danger is that Southeast Asia will fall 
to subversive tactics; that in the absence of overt aggression it 
is probable that before long France will be unable or unwilling 
to continue to carry the burdens of the civil war; that the 
paper proposes no courses of action to meet these contingencies 
which are commensurate with the burdens and risks which it 

a1FoT the teXl of bi.e !lpetYCh see DtpartmellJ of Stott Bulwtm. Siept 14, 1953, pp. 339-342, 
j .. Anthony Eden, Fun Cilt:/e. The Memoirs ()f Anthony Eden (hton: Houghton Milllin, 

1960, pp. 93-94. 
luFQT" the text see FRUS, 1952-1954, '.01. XlI. 
1l0PP' Gravel eeL vol. 1. p. 85. 
U IPP, 000 ed .• book 8, pp. 502-505. This document is not in the Gravel edition. 
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proposes we assume to deal with the lesser risk of aggression; 
and that you propose that this deficiency in the paper be reme­
died by the Senior Staff in the next draft. 

This is a m~r deficiency in the proposed policy. If nothing 
is to be done beyond what is now being done to prevent Com­
munist subversion in this area. there is grave doubt as to the 
wisdom of assuming very grave risks of general war in an at­
tempt to save the area from further overt aggression. 

This Pentagon document recommended further that "Most of the 
actions available to deal with the danger of subversion lie in the 
political and economic fields. One means of reducing this danger 
and of improving the situation would involve a greater degree of 
U.S. supervision over the use of U.S. military assistance in Indo­
china, particularly with respect to the development of the native 
army." 

NSC 12412 itself recommended that, in the absence of "large­
scale Chinese Communist intervention," the U.s., in addition to as­
sisting French forces. should oppose a French withdrawal, as well 
as seeking agreement with Britain and France for a "joint warning 
to Communist China regarding the grave consequences of Chinese 
aggression against Southeast Asia. . . ." Although the fmal version 
contained a more detailed listing of actions to be taken by the U.S. 
in the event of a serious internal Communist threat, it did not 
begin to meet the objections stated in the Pentagon briefmg paper. 

In the event that Chinese forces intervened overtly, or-and this 
was an important qualification-Hare covertly participating to such 
an extent as to jeopardize retention of the Tonkin Delta area by 
French Union Forces," NSC 124/2 provided that the U.S. should 
take military action to prevent Indochina from falling to the Com­
munists. While French Union forces would provide the ground 
troops, the U.8. would provide air and naval support, including a 
blockade of China and air attacks against military targets in China 
in addition to various other overt and covert forms of retaliation. 

The approval of NSC 124/2 effectively concluded the Truman ad­
ministration's formulation of U.S. policy toward Indochina, and 
during the remainder of 1952 there were very few significant devel­
opments, either in the evaluation of U.S. policy or in the situation 
in Indochina itself. 

In the summer of 1952, Washington again became preoccupied 
with Presidential politics. Truman had announced in March that 
he would not run again, and in early June General Eisenhower 
had returned home from Europe to become the Republican nomi­
nee. In the campaign debate that followed, Eisenhower and the 
Democratic nominee, Adlai E. Stevenson, debated foreign policy, 
with Eisenhower particularly emphasizing the need to conclude the 
Korea cease-fire talks. Indochina was not an issue, however, except 
peripherally to the extent that the Republicans were generally crit­
ical of the Democrats for a weak foreign policy, and for being too 
soft on communism at home and abroad. 

At that time there was, in fact, very little discernible difference 
between the Democrats and the Republicans with respect to U.S. 
policy toward Indochina. Republicans and Democrats alike agreed 
on the need to defend Southeast Asia, although both parties, and 
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Americans generally, were opposed to involving U.S. ground forces 
in "another Korea." 

Based on this prevailing bipartisan consensus, there was a conti­
nuity of U.S.-Indochina policy between the Truman and the Eisen­
hower administrations. In NSC 12412 the Truman administration 
had taken a strong position on the need to defend Indochina and 
Southeast Asia, (although not as strong or clear a position on how 
to defend the area as the U.S. military would have liked, particu­
larly what the role of the U.S. should be if the threat of subversion 
increased and there was no overt external aggression by the Chi­
nese.) After the 1952 election, the Eisenhower administration ac­
cepted the position taken in 12412, and when it promulgated its 
own NSC directive on the subject it merely rewrote portions of 
124/2 and reapproved other portions without change'" 

Congress Acts on 1952 Aid to Indochina 
During the spring and summer of 1952, Congress acted on the aid 

request for Indochina. This process was about as perfunctory as in 
1951. There were few questions and very little debate, and the re­
quests generally were approved, including additional funds which 
the U.S. had promised to the French. 

The mood of the hearings and debates was still very serious. 
There was considerable emphasis on the Communist threat, and on 
acting decisively and without delay to provide the required assist­
ance. But Congress was also in a budget-<:utting mood, and mutual 
security funds were among those cut. The military buildup result­
ing from NSC 68 and the Korean war had created a deficit which 
was of concern to many Members of Congress. This and other fac­
tors led to efforts to cut nonmilitary funds, primarily in Europe, 
but also in Asia. Yet, despite some reductions, there does not 
appear to have been a significant cutback in the economic and mili­
tary funds that were made available for expenditure (appropria­
tions plus carryover and reappropriated funds from the previous 
year or years). 

Several Members of Congress expressed concern about U.S. sup­
port for the French in Indochina. In the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, Representative Javits asked Secretary Acheson about 
U.S. policy toward the future of Indochina. Acheson replied that 
the objective of the French was to turn over responsibility to the 
Indochinese, and that they had "done that to the fullest extent 
that the Indochinese are capable of assuming it. In fact, it may 
have gone further than the Indochinese were ready to meet." (It 
will be recalled that he said the same thing to the Foreign Rela­
tions Committee.) "I do not think," he added, "there is any thing 
that we are not doing that we should do in regard to the relations 
between the Indochinese and the French. On that I am quite 
clear." 

Javits asked whether there was "any serious danger that we will 
be called upon to take part in the defense of Indochina." Acheson 
replied, as he had to Fulbright, "I am just not able to answer that 
question." Fulbright's question had been asked in executive ses-

tUNS(' 5405, Jan. 14, 1954 
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sion; Javits' in public session. It did not seem to matter in terms of 
the responsiveness of the witness. '53 

Representative Mansfield, however, told Acheson that he thought 
U.S. policy in Indochina "has been extremely sound," and that the 
French were to be congratulated for their contribution to the de­
fense of the area. 154 

In Senate hearings on the bill. Senator Green voiced concern, as 
he did frequently, about the direction of U.s. policy in Indochina. 
He said that the "principal ambition" of the Indochinese was to 
"get rid of the French." Harlan Cleveland, Assistant Director for 
Europe of the Mutual Security Administration, testifying for the 
administration, responded that in Indochina ". . . they have a 
degree of independence at least as great as they are in fact able to 
handle." Senator Green's rejoinder was, "A colonial power always 
says that, and it has no response in the native population. They 
have gone on for centuries saying that they would like to see them 
able to obtain their independence, but 'We must bear the white 
man's burden, and do for them what they cannot do for them­
selves: and they have concluded that is bunkum, that they can do 
for themselves better .... " Cleveland agreed that this was the 
feeling of the Indochinese, but said that the dilemma was that if 
the French were to withdraw the Communists would take over. 
This was what was said when the U.S. withdrew from Nicaragua, 
Cuba, and the Philippines, Green declared. "It is always said; is it 
not?" 

"The problem that faces us," Green added, "is can we, without 
the expenditure of an enormous military force of money and men 
ever subdue. . . this feeling of nationalism." ,,. 

U3lJ.S Congress, House. Committee- on FOr'e1gll Affairs. ~\lutUIJf Securit;, Act Exuft$wn, Hear­
ings on H.R 7005, 82<1 Gong, 2d &ee&, IWsshington, D (': U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 19521, pp. 165-
'67. 

lUlbid., pp. 1.2-173 
,uU.s. Congre:s6. ~nate, Committee on Foret.gn Relations, MulUIJl &cUrtt)' Act of 1951. Heap 
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PRELUDE TO FRENCH WITHDRAWAL 

On November 18, 1952, President Truman and several of his Cab­
inet officers met President-elect Eisenhower at the White House 
for a discussion of issues that would face the new admi.nistration. 
Among the topics covered by Secretary of State Acheson was the 
situation in Indochina. Despite France's lack of an "aggressive atti­
tude from a military point of view in Indo-China," and "fence-sit­
ting by the Population," which he said was the "central problem," 
Acheson stressed the importance of preventing Communist control 
of Indochina. He also reported that the U.S. had not been SUcces&­
ful in getting the French and British to agree on military measures 
in the event the Chinese intervened in force in Indochina, and he 
added, "This is an urgent matter upon which the new administra­
tion must be prepared to act." 

Truman himself stressed the need for continuity from one ad­
ministration to the next, and for tuitional unity in foreign policy.' 

Eisenhower soon made it clear that his administration not ooll 
would continue but would strengthen the Truman administration. 
opposition to communism in Indochina. Secretary of State John 
Foster Dulles, in his fil"I!t appearances in late January-early Febru­
ary 1953 before the two foreign policy committees of Congress, em­
phasized the seriousness of the situation:' "In some ways it is more 
dangerous, I would think, than any other situation in the world," 
he told the House Foreign Affairs Committee, ''because the loss of 
Indochina would probably have even more serious repercussions 
upon the Indian-Asian population than even the loss of South 
Korea and, also, because what is going on in Indochina has very 
serious repercussions in Europe and upon the mood of France, and 
the willingness of the French to move in partnership with Germa­
ny toward the creation of unity and security in Europe so we can 
have a western Europe which is of vital importance, if that area is 
to be made secure.'" 

lHarry S Truman. YetV't 0{ Trial attd Hope., Memoin, ",ot 2 (Garden City, N.Y.; Doubleday. 
1958),pp. 514, 519 

'HFAC His. Ser" \101. XlV, "U.s. Foreign Policy and the East-West Confrontation," p. 372. For 
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''Then you go down w Indochina where the situation 1& ert.remely precarious.. It is another 
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Continued 
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This latter concern-the effect of Indochina on the security of 
Europe-became increasingly important during 1953-54 as the p0-
sition of the French in Indochina weakened, and French participa· 
tion in new moves to strengthen European defenses (especially the 
proposed rearmament of G€rmany and establishment of a Europe.. 
an Defense Community), which was doubtful to begin with, became 
even more uncertain. (A major factor in this regard was the need 
to free the French Army from its heavy responsibilities in Indo­
china to enable it to playa stronger role in the defense of Europe.) 

Faced with the separate but joint problems of security in South· 
east Asia and in Europe, the response of the Eisenhower adminis­
tration with respect to Southeast Asia, as will be seen, was to take 
steps to support the French in Indochina, while making prepara· 
tions to shore up the anti-Communist position in the area in the 
event the French faltered or withdrew. The principal actions that 
followed, including support for the Navarre plan, acceptance of the 
inclusion of Indochina negotiations in the G€neva Conference, the 
proposed plan for "united action," and acquiescence in the deci· 
sions on Indochina at the G€neva Conference, were based on this 
general strategy. 

u.s. IMreases Pressure on the French 
At the time Eisenhower took office in January 1953, the prevail· 

ing attitude among U.S. Government officials dealing with Indo­
china was that the French were not making adequate progress in 
developing the national armies of the Associated States or in un· 
dertaking offensive military operations. There was also general 
agreement, however, that the Viet Minh could be defeated. Some 
military officials were particularly confident about such a possibili· 
ty. G€n. Thomas J. H. Trapnell, chisf of the U.S. military group 
(Military Assistance Advisory Group, or MAAG) in Vietnam, in a 
meeting on February 4, 1953, with State Department officers deal· 
ing with Indochina, said, ". . . Franco-Vietnamese forces, particu· 
larly if increased by new units now under consideration, would 
probably have the capability of breaking the back of the Viet Minh 
within about eighteen months." (Ironically, eighteen months from 
that date the G€neva Conference was concluded and France with· 
drew from Indochina.) Trapnell added that the French tactics were 
"too conservative," and he and the State Department officers who 
were present agreed that the "stalemate worked to the advantage 
of the enemy," and that French Union forces should go on the of· 
fensive.' 

On the same day, Adm. Arthur W. Radford, Commander in 
Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC), met with Assistant Secretary of State AI· 
lison to disc\lll8 the situation in the Far East. Radford also criti· 
cized the military tactics and strategy of the French, and said that 
"unless the French radicallf change their outlook and adopt a 
much more aggressive spirit' tbey would not be able to break the 
existing stalemate. Radford reported that he had sent a Marine 

"'The only way III deal with the situation is)n effect ro say. 'If you don't lay otfthere. we will 
do eomethln$r whe~ we can do it U) our advantage with &ea and air power or whatever, We an! 
not going to 1et you always pick the time, pJ..ace., and weapoTlB.· 

"Uwe are not going to do that, the situation i!J going to be lost in Indochina:' 
~FRUS. 1952-1954. voL XIII, pp. 382-384. 
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colonel to review the situation, and that the colonel reported that 
". . . two good American divisions with the normal American ag­
gressive spirit could clean up the situation in the Tonkin Delta in 
10 months.'" 

In his meeting at the State Department, G<!neral Trapnell stated 
that although success in Indochina could not be attained solely by 
military means, "military successes would be a necessary prerequi­
site to political progress" by creating stronger popular support for 
the government· His position is interesting, in retrospect, as a 
signal of the change that was beginning to occur in certain quar­
ters in the U.s. Government. Althougb the JCS continued to em­
phasize the importance of greater political independence and re­
sponsibility for self-government in Indochina, it appears that, in 
the face of increasing military pressure from the Communists, (as 
well as greater U.S. military capability to intervene in Indochina 
as a result of reduced demands in Korea), political considerations 
were beginning to be subordinated to military considerations. Tbe 
previous JCS argument that Indochina could be successfully de­
fended against the Communists only by indigenous strength, politi­
cal and otherwise, was being replaced by the argument that mili­
tary successes were the prerequisite for the achievement of indige­
nous support for a non-Communist system. 

Frank G. Wisner (CIA Deputy Director for Plans), at the time 
the Acting Director, of the CIA, in the course of briefmg the Na­
tional Security Council on the military situation in Indochina on 
March 25, 1953, underscored the fact that the U.S. Government 
was not of one mind on the subject of U.S. policy in Indochina. 
Tbere were, he said, "two schools of thought on the Indo-China 
problem within the United States Government. One school insisted 
that there could be no improvement in the situation until military 
success had been achieved agalnst the Communists. Tbe other in­
sisted that it was impossible to make any significant military 
progress until political improvements and a greater degree of au­
tonomy for the native government had been secured. Tbe Central 
Intelligence Agency believed that the difference was sterile and 
missed the real point of the problem, which was that military and 
political progress must go along hand in hand.'" 

During discussions of Indochina in the executive branch, a rein­
forcing argument was also being made, and made effectively, 
namely, that if, at some point, there was to be a settlement with 
the Communists, this could be done safely only from a "position of 
strength." Tbus. military successes were also the prerequisite for 
effective diplomatic negotiations. 

As far as the involvement of the United States in Indochina was 
concerned, U.S. officials continued to take the position that the 
American role was ancillary to that of the French, as the JCS 
again concluded on March 13, 1953. in a memorandum on "Broad· 
ening the Participation of the United States in the Indochina Oper­
ation": "Active combat participation of the United States in the 
Indochina operation is not favored in view of the capability of 

lIIbui., p. 38S. 
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France and the Associated States to provide adequate forces there­
for, and present United States world-wide military commitments.'" 

Pressure was growing for greater U.S. military involvement, 
however, especially in advising the t'rench on military operations 
and on the training of the Indochinese forces, in order to defeat the 
Communists as quickly as possible, and to do so without using U.s. 
military forces. Throughout the first several months of the Eisen­
hower administration a very strong effort was made in this direc­
tion, with the result that the United States became progressively 
mOre involved in Indochinese affairs, especially military matters, 
during 1953. 

One aspect of U.S. involvement was the improvement of military 
facilities in Indochina. The same March 13 JCS memorandum pro­
posed that the U.S. assist in developing port and air facilities in 
the delta area, but in order to avoid antagonizing the Chinese this 
should be done with a minimum of American personnel.· Interest­
ingly enough, the air base particularly in need of development was 
at Bien Hoa. This is the base which was attacked by Viet Minh 
guerrillas in November 1964, in one of the incidents that appears 
to have contributed to the decision by the U.S. to enter the war in 
force a few months later. 

In late March 1953, President Eisenhower met in Washington 
with French Premier Rene Mayer and Foreign Minister Georges 
Bidault. Indochina was One of the leading subjects on their agenda. 
In advance of the meeting, Secretary of State Dulles cabled the 
U.S. Ambassador in Paris concerning preliminary conversations 
prior to the official visit, stating, ". . . we envisage Indochina situa­
tion with real sense of urgency. We believe continued military 
stalemate will produce most undesirable political consequences in 
Indochina, France and U.S. Therefore, we heartily agree that COn­
siderable increased effort having as its aim liquidation of prIncipal 
regular enemy forces within period of say, twenty-four months is 
essential." 1 0 

Two important meetings were held prior to the arrival of the 
French delegation. One was a breakfast meeting at the White 
House on March 24, attended by the President, Secretary Dulles, 
Secretaries George M. Humphrey (Treasury) and Charles E. Wilson 
(Defense), and Harold E. Stassen, Director of Mutual Security.ll 
On the subject of the impending conference, Dulles said, "Mayer 
was a real friend." and that the U.S. could work with him in 
achieving our "common purpose." He added, "If we could not do 
that with Mayer, it was doubtful it could be done at all in the pre­
dictable future and grave consequences would result." 

"There was discussion of the Indochina situation," according to 
the notes on the March 24 meeting, "and recognition that it had 
probably the top priority in foreign policy. being in some ways 
more important than Korea because the consequences of loss there 

.. PP. DOD e-:L book 9. p. 14 
~!l"d .. pp. 13-14 
IOFRUS 19:52~19'H, vot XIII, pp -t16-H7 This sami:' POint was fflpeat.OO in a "dlSCusslon 

pa~r" pn>pared for the talks. ~ rbld.. pp 423-426 
! l!b.d .. pp . .n9-~ZO. It WIll l:lE' recalled that ST.aS.lioen piayed a key role In the handling of the 

trusteeshlp question during the 1945 U:S CDnren>n~. Se€ chapter 1 of this study for de!..ails 



124 

could not be localized, but would spread throughout Asia and 
Europe." 

The group agreed on increased aid to the French "if there was a 
plan that promised real success," They also discussed the need, if 
the Viet Minh were put on the defensive, of deterring the Chinese 
from sending in troops as they had done in Korea "after the North 
Koreans were defeated." 

The second meeting the following day, March 25, was of the full 
National Security Council." After making some of the same points 
about the importance of Indochina, Dulles reported that he had 
just met with 14 Members of Congress. and that "He gained the 
impression from this meeting that these Congressmen felt that if 
the American people could be given reason to believe that the diffi­
culties in Indo-China will end by the French according Indo-China 
a real autonomy, and if a program could be devised giving real 
promise of military and political sUccess in Indo-China, the Con­
gress would at least be open-minded in its consideration of contin­
ued United States assistance to the French in Indo-China." 

The results of the meetings between U.S. and French officials 
left most V .S. policymakers more pessimistic about the ability and 
desire of the French to do anything substantial to improve the situ­
ation in Indochina. President Eisenhower, having raised the ques­
tion of obtaining the "confidence of the local peoples," (which he 
said was not an "idle question" in view of the fact that unless the 
American public could be convinced that this was happening it 
could be "extremely difficult" to increase V.S. ald). said in his 
memoirs that he had been rebuffed by Bidault, who "evaded, refllil­
ing to commit himself to an out-and-out renunciation of any 
French colonial purpose." 13 

The most concrete result of the meetings was the very sketchy 
military plan presented to V.S. military officials by Jean Letour­
neau, French Minister for the Associated States. The object of the 
plan was to defeat the regular Viet Minh forces by early 1955, 
based on a series of offensives by French Vnion troops (including 
Vietnamese regulars), beginning in the south and moving north, 
after which Vietnamese "commando" forces would occupy each 
area and maintain security. The plan called for a large increase in 
the national army of Vietnam, to be paid for by the United 
States." 

V.S. reaction to the Letourneau plan was that it was not a plan, 
but. in the words of General Collins, "an operational program," 
which had only a small chance of succeeding. Some felt that the 
addition of two more French V nion divisions would be more effec­
tive than relying on newly-trained Vietnamese forces. Others, in­
cluding General Collins and General Trapnell, questioned whether 
the Vietnamese commandos could hold the area in the south in 
which Viet Minh guerrillas were so well-entrenched, and preferred 
for the French to establish a defensive link that would cut the Chi­
nese-Viet Minh supply route rather than attempting to clear each 

!1. IbuL pp. 426-428 
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area of the country'S But there seemed to be little choice, and the 
plan was endorsed reluctantly by the JCS and both Ambassador 
Heath and General TrapnelL'" Trapnell said that the plan was 
"slow and expensive," but that it would succeed, and that "the 
other course of action is to accept a stalemate which is also not 
only expensive but in the long run favors the Viet Minh and offers 
no solution." 

On April 18, General Collins met with Secretary Dulles and 
others at the State Department to discuss the Pentagon's appraisal 
of the Letourneau plan, and in addition to his other comments, dis­
cussed above, he said he was very concerned about the "totally neg­
ative French attitude" toward adopting training procedures used 
by the U.S. in Korea. Dulles asked Collins "whether, if the French 
would not do what the U.S. wished, we should stop all aid for Indo­
china. He pointed out the implications of the fall of Indochina to 
the whole Southeast Asian picture. General Collins replied that We 
should not cut off aid to the French in Indochina if they did not do 
everything we thought they should, but that we should use maxi­
mum effort and persuasion to get them to adopt a more sensible 
program." 1 1 

At the regularly scheduled State-JCS meeting on April 24, 1953, 
attended also by the CIA, there was a long discussion of the Letour­
neau plan in which it became clear that the JCS had serious reser­
vations about the proposal." Gen. Hoyt S. Vandenberg, Air Force 
Chief of Staff, was particularly critical of the French. "The JCS," 
he said, "have the feeling on the Letourneau plan and on the situa­
tion in Indochina that the French have not really been taking the 
native people into their confidence. They don't seem to trust the 
native forces enough to want to use them in large units and they 
only plan on using the native forces in very small units." "The 
whole French position," he added, "seems to be a defensive one and 
one of not really wanting to fight the war to a conclusion. I feel 
that if the French keep up in this manner, we will be pouring 
money down a rathole." He urged additional pressure on the 
French, to which Walter S. Robertson, Assistant Secretary of State 
for the Far East, replied that, as Secretary Dulles had emphasized, 
" ... it is very difficult to apply effective pressure on a government 
which is in as weak a political situation as the French Government 
is." Vandenberg answered that it would not be necessary to apply 
pressure on the whole government, and that selective pressure, es­
peciallyon the French military, might achieve results. 

Paul Nitze, then the Director of Policy Planning for the State 
Department, commented on the dilemma facing the U.S.: 

In looking at the Letourneau Plan we had the feeling for our 
part that with what we considered to be politically feasible 
both in Indochina and in France, there really weren't too great 
prospects that this plan would achieve complete success, even 
in the limited objectives which it lays out. But then if you look 
at the alternative of what would happen if we should cut down 
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on assistance to the French and at the various things that 
might happen, then it shapes up like a real defeat in Indo­
china. So we lean to the view that since the alternative is 80 
bleak, we probably should go along and give this plan a try 
even though it may not achieve what the French are saying it 
might. 

General Collins responded that the JCS was willing to support 
the Letourneau plan, ". . . but we think we should first put the 
squeeze on the French to get them off their fannies." 

As a result of this meeting, State cabled Dulles, who Was in Paris 
for a tripartite Foreign Ministers meeting, that because of the atti­
tudes of the JCS, the U.S. should hedge on approving French mili­
tary plans for Indochina' • 

In bilateral discussions with the French, Dulles emphasized the 
points made by the JCS: taking the offensive, especially against 
supply lines and main forces, and developing local armies on a 
larger scale Garger than battalions) and with native officers, and 
he used the threat of Congress' role to drive home the position of 
the U.S. "We must demonstrate to Congress this year," he said, 
that "the things the French are doing are important to the whole 
free world and the American people. The program is an act of 
faith. Whether we can communicate this to the Congress and 
people depends in part on the French.-..on French plans and espe­
cislly on the spirit shown in Indochina. A more positive and more 
dynamic effort in Indochina would be helpful. The Secretary said 
that Congress supports those who are accomplishing things."'· 

At a National Security Council meeting on May 6, 1953, Presi­
dent Eisenhower "expressed the firm belief" that unless the 
French made it clear to the people of Indochina that they were se­
rious about giving them independence, and at the same time ap­
pointed an effective military commander, "nothing could possibly 
save Indochina, and that continued United States assistance would 
amount to pouring our money down a rathole."·' Vice President 
Richard M. Nixon agreed. 

Eisenhower said he understood the sensitivity of the subject as 
far as the world prestige of the French was concerned, but he be­
lieved ". . . that if the French really desired to cut the best fIgUre 
before the world, the obvious course to pursue was first to defeat 
the Vietminh forces and then magnanimously to offer independ­
ence to the Associated States." "The great question," he added, 
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"was how we can make the French see the wisdom of such a course 
of action."2t 

In a meeting the next day (May 7) with Canadian Prime Minister 
Lester B. Pearson. Eisenhower again declared, ". . . the only 
chance of preserving South East Asia lay in making sure of the 
support of the native peoples. He went on to say that regulars can't 
win against guerrillas who have indigenous support and added that 
many years ago that fact was prove<! in the case of General Brad­
dock."23 

Confirming the President's fears, a CIA intelligence estimate on 
June 4, 1953, predicted that during the following year the situation 
in Indochina, both political and military, would continue to deterio­
rate.24 

In May 1953, the French appointed General Henri·Eugene Na­
varre as their new commander in Indochina, and in June the U.S. 
sent a high-level military mission to Indochina to confer with the 
French about the situation. It was led by Lt. Gen. John W. "Iron 
Mike" O'Daniel, Commander in Chief of the U.S. Army in the 
Pacific. O'Daniel had been to Indochina earlier that year, and 
according to a State Department cable summarizing that visit, he 
" ... conceives of the war in Indochina largely in terms of the war in 
Korea."" On that earlier visit, O'Daniel appeared to have difficul­
ty understanding the nature of warfare in Indochina, where, as the 
French explained to him " ... the enemy was able to blend in with 
the local population and exact from them by terrorism a large 
measure of cooperation. In the face of superior forces the enemy 
faded away only to return when such forces were no longer 
present.H 

The O'Daniel mission arrived in Saigon on June 20, 1953." 
O'Daniel, as he had been instructed, told General Navarre and 
other French and Indochinese officials that French Union forces 
should take the initiative, "including the early initiative of aggres­
sive guerrilla warfare," and that there should be "more rapid de­
velopment of loyal, aggressive, and capable indigenous forces." For 
this purpose, as instructed, he also emphasized the development of 
indigenous military leaders, and the advantage of a French "enun­
ciation, at the appropriate time, of the future position of the 
French in that country."" 

In return, General Navarre gave the mission a written statement 
of what O'Daniel called a "new aggressive concept" for conducting 
the war, which appeared to meet some of the concerns of the U.S .• 
and, indeed, seemed to mirror American objectives. (This, which 
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became known as the Navarre plan. included a new military offen· 
sive with emphasis on guerrilla warfare. the development of local 
armies with greater leadership responsibility. and the organization 
of army units with larger components.! But O'Daniel, while he said 
in his report on July 14 that he was impressed with the "new. ago 
gressive psychology" of the Navarre command. and with its "sin· 
eerity , , , to see this war through to success at an early date." and 
although convinced that, if properly organized, French forces could 
win, nevertheless expressed considerable ambivalence about the 
prospects for success, In order to be successful, he said, the Na­
varre plan ", , . would require a complete change in French mili· 
tary psychology associated with Indochina and would entail some 
risk, both military and political, in the redisposition of forces, 
which the French are unwilling to take." He doubted whether Na­
varre could or would undertake successful offensive operations 
with the forces at hand, "Consequently," he said in his report, 
"complete military victory will await the further development of 
the military forces of the Associated States or the addition of 
French divisions from outside Indochina,"'· 

While O'Daniel was in Indochina, the JCS received from its Joint 
Strategic Survey Committee a report on "Possible Military Courses 
of AC"'on in Indochina" that discussed the use of U.S. forces in 
Indochina, including the possible use of ground forces. if the 
French made a political decision to withdraw. These are pertinent 
excerpts from that report:" 

8. In the event the French are forced to withdraw as a result 
of a political decision, the United States might undertake the 
following courses of action, 

a, Course A -Support and intensify the development of 
native forces and deploy U.s. and allied forces to the area 
to undertake operations with the objective of reducing Com· 
munist activity to the status of scattered guerrilla bands, 

b, Course B-Support and intensify the development of 
native forces, deploy suffICient ground to hold critical 
strong points vacated by the French and provide air and 
naval support for such operations as may be undertaken 
until such time as indigenous forces can undertake the ob­
jective in <fa" above. 

9, If current French plans for the expansion of native forces 
have reached an advanced stage of completion the United 
States might undertake the following courses of action: 

a, Course C-Support and intensify the development of 
native forces and provide atr and naval support for such 
operations as can be conducted by indlgl!nous ground forces, 

b, Course D-Support and intensify the development of 
native forces by supervising training and providing the ll/!C. 
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essary logistic support for such operations as can be con­
ducted by the indigenou.. forces. 

• • • • • 
11. The United States might undertake the following imple­

menting political actions prior to or in conjunction with any 
one or a combination of the foregoing military courses of 
action: 

a. Obtain a commitment from the French to effect an or­
derly transfer of responsibilities in Indochina by extending 
the period of withdrawal as long as practicable. 

b. Seek to obtain U.N. action in Indochina similar to 
that taken with regard to Korea, with the provision that 
the United States be designated as executive agent. 

c. Because of their immediate interest in the area, 
obtain significant forces contributions from Australia, New 
Zealand, the United Kingdom, France and the National 
Government of the Republic of China (NGRC). 

d. Call for the immediate formation of an Asiatic League 
which would include the NGRC and would provide forces 
to combat Communism in the Far East. 

Similarly, in the State Department, the Policy Planning Staff 
urged the Secretary to consider diacussing, both in the ellecutive 
branch and with Congress, whether Indochina was ". . . SO impor­
tant to our security that American forces should be used there 
even in the absence of Chinese Communist intervention."'o 

In its regular meeting with the State Department on July 10, 
1953, the JCS agaln took the position that U.S. ground forces 
should not be used to defend Indochina, despite the importance of 
Indochina for U.S. security. General Collins, JCS Chalrman, said, 
"If our political leaders want to put troops there we will of course 
do it, but we would have to have revision upward of our force ceil­
ings." "If we go into Indochina with American forces," he added, 
"we will be there for the long pull. Militarily and politically we 
would be in up to our necks. . . . It seems to me that if we went 
into Indochina with U.S. forces, we would be in for a major and 
protracted war.H3l 

Congressional Dissatisfaction with the French 
The President's 1953 request to Congress for additional mutual 

security funds for Indochina ($400 million more in military aid. to 
be given directly to the Associated States). while approved almost 
routinely by the House, prompted considerable criticism of the 
French in the Senate. 

In the House Foreign Affairs Committee there were only two ac· 
tions of note. Representative Javits offered a statement of congres­
sional policy re-endorsing a Pacific pact, which was approved by 
the committee and by the House, but was dropped in conference. 32 
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The other House committee action presaged the concernS subse­
quently expressed on the Senate floor. This was the decision to put 
language in the committee report, rather than as an amendment to 
the bill, concerning the need for greater progress toward independ­
ence in Indochina. The amendment was originally suggested by 
Representatives Zablocki and by Franklin D. Roosevelt, Jr. (01 
N.Y .. l-another bit of irony, considering his father's position on the 
matter." 

This was the concluding portion of the statement in the Foreign 
Affairs Committee report on the mutual security bilL 34 

The testimony before the committee indicates that until the 
peoples of the Associated States are assured of receiving their 
ultimate independence, success in driving out the Communist 
invaders will be difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. 

. . . it is the hope of the committee that more aid will go di­
rectly to the forces of the Associated States rather than funnel­
ing all the aid through the French, and that the training of the 
Vietnamese will be intensified. . . . 

The Senate Foreign Relations Committee also approved the re­
quest for funds for Indochina with almost no significant discussion, 
and in ita report the committee made a strong statement under­
scoring the urgency of the situation and supporting stated U.s. 
policy:" 

The free world cannot afford to lose the war in Indochina. 
But SO far, neither has the free world been able to win it. It is 
of the utmost importance that this stalemate be ended. Pacifi­
cation of the country must be the first objective of our policy. 

When the bill reached the Senate floor, however, there occurred, 
for the first time since the Indochina war began in 1945, a very 
frank and realistic debate about the situation, and about the dilem­
ma facing the United States.'· The debate revolved around an 
amendment requiring the French to set a target date for the com­
plete independence of the Associated States which was offered by 
Senator Barry M. Goldwater (RI Ariz,).·7 (There is some irony in 
the fact that in 1964 Senator Barry Goldwater was defeated for 
President by Lyndon Johnson in a campaign dominated by the 
Vietnam war, in which Johnson portrayed Goldwater as "trigger 
happy," and that in 1953 Senator Lyndon Johnson was among 
those who voted against Goldwater's amendment.) This was the 
text of the amendment: 

"Provided, That no such expenditure shall be made until the 
Government of France gives satisfactory assurance to the 
President of the United States that an immediate declaration 
will be made to the people of the Associated States setting a 

UJbul .. P 250. 
HFrorn H. Rept. 83---5ti9. June 16, 1953, reprlnwd In tbuL p 325 This rewmmendatlOn had 

been made by a group o( four members of the Foreign Affairs Committee, ~publicans Cheater 
E Merrow fN.H j and Judd, and Democrat.» A. S. J. Carnahan eM;) ) and Zablocki after their 
"special study mission" to !!e\'eral cf)untries In Asia in April 1953 ~ H Rept 83-,412. p. 58 

H·S RePL 83-403, June 13. 1953, P 43 
.ll1The debate is in CR 'lQ1 99. pp. 7570-ii89. There is no mention of the debate in any of the 

State Department materia!:s published in vol xm of FROS, fot" 19.')2-5·" 
)1The Goldwater amendment to the section ;:if the bill providing new military a.ssistance was 

as foll;)WS, CR. vol- 99. p 7179 
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target date for the adoption of a constitution for such States, 
and for the establishment of their complete independence." 

Senator Goldwater was convinced that the war could be won by 
France and the governments of the Associated States only if the 
people of the area were given their freedom. He quoted from the 
U.S. Declaration of Independence: "We hold these truths ... ," 
(perhaps without realizing that the Vietnamese themselves had 
used the same passage in their declaration of independence in 
1945.) The people of Indochina, he said, " ... have been fighting for 
the same thing for which 177 years ago, the people of the American 
Colonies fought. The Associated States of Cambodia, Laos, and 
Viet-Nam are fighting for freedom." "Yet here today," he added, 
"on the floor of the United States Senate, we are proposing to sup­
port a country, France, that has colonial intentions; we are going 
against the wonderful second paragraph of our Declaration of Inde­
pendence .... We are saying to the great men who penned that 
document and whose ghosts must haunt these walls, that we do not 
believe entirely in the Declaration of Independence. that perhaps 
all men are not created equal, that perhaps they are not endowed 
by their Creator with certaio unalienable rights, and that perhaps 
we have a right to support countries which wish to enslave other 
peoples:' 

Of particular interest is Goldwater's position that unless the le­
gitimate aspirations of the people of Indochina were met. the 
United States would inevitably become involved militarily in Indo­
china. He said he had thought long and hard about the amend­
ment; that he understood the sensitivities of the situation; that he 
knew the U.S. had made repeated attempts to persuade the French 
to take such a step. But he said he had also heard repeated but 
unkept promises from the French, and that the only way to "pre­
vent manl of OUr boys from ending up in the jungles of southeast­
ern Asia' was "to ask France, in the decency the French posseas, 
to grant independence and the right of freedom to these ~ple 
who have fought so long for their independence and freedom. ' Oth­
erwise, "as surely as day follows night our boys will follow this 
$4()() million." IThis was the amount in the mutual security bill for 
new military assistance for the Indochina war.) 

There was very strong support for Goldwater's point of view, es­
pecially among conservative Republicans. One of the leading sup­
porters was Everett McKinley Dirksen (H/IlLl who, along with 
Warren G. Magnuson (D/Wash.l, had recently returned from a 
visit to Vietnam. This, too, is notable. As minority leader during 
the 1960s, Dirksen gave both President Kennedy and Johnson solid 
support on the war, even as his own candidate for President in 
1964, Barry Goldwater, was being defeated on the issue of the war. 

In 1953, Dirksen, like Goldwater, was convinced that unless the 
peoRle of Indochina obtained their independence the war could go 
on 'endlessly," and, like Goldwater, he was concerned about possi­
ble U.S. armed involvement. "There is danger," he said, "that Indo­
china may become another Korea-God forbid!' "Will the situation 
not ultimately call for invasion by American troops?" he said a 
short while later in the debate. "That will be disaster; that will be 
tragedy." If enough progress could be made toward independence, 
and toward developing the ability of the Vietnamese to defend 

31-43':} C 84"" 10 
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themselves, Dirksen said, the problem could be solved. "But if it 
spoils too long, look out. Then we shall indeed have a potential and 
a problem which can harass and embarrass this country as nothing 
else could do." 

At another point Dirksen made a very interesting observation on 
the failure of U.S. policymakers to appreciate the motivation of the 
Viet Minh: 

What makes them so tough? What is the force that makes 
them resist? It is an ideological force. It is the nationalism 
which they preach. They do not preach communism. They 
preach nationalism and freedom. If they can do that. does 
anyone believe that sending additional planes, or $400 million 
worth of equipment there, is likely to do the job, when there 
are still so many official fence-sitters who believe that Ho Chi­
minh will win, and who are waiting for that day? 

Dirksen also said that during his trip he asked U.S. military men 
"what would constitute a victory in Indochina?" The result, he 
said, was that "we cannot even get a definition of a victory. be­
cause no one seems to know at the moment." "If that is the case," 
he asked, "how long will the warfare go on 7" 

Other Republicans, including Ralph E. Flanders (Vt.), Francis 
Case (S. Dak'), and Robert C. Hendrickson (N.J.), joined (j;)ldwater 
and Dirksen, as did Democrate Russell B. Long (LId, A. Willis Rob­
ertson (Va.), Guy M. Gillette (Iowa), and Dennis Chavez (N. Mex.). 
So did Senator John F. Kennedy. But the Senate Republican lead· 
ership, as well as Republicans and Democrats on the Foreign Rela· 
tions Committee. led by the powerful ranking Democrat, Senator 
George, sought to avoid an action that would significantly interfere 
with the executive branch and with diplomatic efforts to influence 
the French on the issue of independence while also preventing 
their withdrawal. Majority Leader Knowland, a strong exponent of 
U.S. interests in Asia, and a leading critic of U.S. China policy 
under Truman, as well as Homer Ferguson (Mich-l, another Repub­
lican leader. said that passage of the amendment would endanger 
U.S. relations with France. and could lead to a French withdrawal 
from Indochina and a Communist victory. Knowland urged (j;)ld· 
water to withdraw the amendment, saying that even if it were de­
feated it could adversely affect the situation by giving "an indica­
tion to the people of the Associated States that we did not hope 
that ultimately they might gain their freedom." 

Ferguson said, "A very delicate situation is involved, and negoti· 
ations should be conducted by the President of the United States, 
who is in charge of our foreign activities concerning the French 
and the Indochinese, so far as the war there is concerned. I feel 
that Congress should not be legislating foreign policy when a war 
is now actually in progress." 

Knowland and Ferguson were joined by Senator John Sherman 
Cooper (R/Ky.), a highly respected Member who later became the 
principal Republican proponent of legislation to control the war. 
Cooper, like Knowland, said that passage of such an amendment 
might cause the French to withdraw from Indochina, and that this 
could lead to a Communist victory, thus preventing the achieve­
ment of the independence that (j;)ldwater and Dirksen considered 
necessary. 
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Faced with the dilemma of wanting to spur the French to grant 
independence, while preventing their withdrawal from Indochina 
until the area was more secure, Cooper said he favored a sugges­
tion made by Flanders that the Senate pass a resolution stating its 
position on the subject, rather than an amendment requiring the 
French to act. 

Senator Magnuson said he agreed with Dirksen's conclusions, 
based on their trip. ". . . I think we came to the conclusion a.fter 
all our conferences and a.fter seeing all the things that came to our 
attention, that sooner or later France must assure the peo~le in 
question that they are going to have an independent status. ' But 
he, too, was concerned about the possibility that the French would 
withdraw and would be replaced by the Communists. 

Magnuson added that although he questioned whether the 
Senate should pass an amendment, he and Dirksen had met with 
President Eisenhower a.fter returning from Indochina. and had em­
phasized the seriousness of the situation and the need to urge the 
French to move toward greater independence for the Associated 
States. 

Senator Kennedy took a similar but different approach, one that 
reflected, in fact, differences between the liberal, internationalist, 
interventionist perspective, and the more conservative, nationalist 
point of view. (It should be noted, however, that the only Senator 
who took the traditional noninterventionist position on the amend­
ment was Senator George, who said that the United States should 
avoid becoming involved in the internal affairs of another country.) 
Kennedy said, " ... the war can never be successful unless large 
numbers of the people of Viet-Nam are won over from their sullen 
neutrality and open hostility to it and fully support its successful 
conclusion. This can never be done unless they are assured beyond 
doubt that complete independence will be theirs at the conclusion 
of the war." " ... French grants of limited independence to the 
people of Viet-Nam," he added. "have always been too little and 
too late." Kennedy, too, was concerned about a possible French 
withdrawal, followed by a Communist takeover, but he also felt 
that unless there was greater progress toward independence, the 
war effort would fail, and the French would then withdraw in any 
event. 

To avoid "an ultimatum" to the French, Kennedy suggested a 
substitute for Goldwater's amendment. He proposed that, "to the 
extent that it is feasible and does not interfere with the purposes 
set forth in this act," all mutual security funds spent in Indochina 
"shall be administered in such a way as to encourage through all 
available means the freedom and independence desired by the poo­
pJ'!S of the Associated States, including the intensification of the 
military training of the Vietnamese." 

Dirksen, saying he recognized the "force" of Kennedy's argu­
ment. although he disagreed with it, replied that it was "on the 
soft and gentle side, which actually. in the distribution of the sup­
plies. would not mean a thing." But Goldwater. saying that he. too, 
recognized the danger of an ultimatum, accepted Kennedy's substi­
tute in place of his own amendment. Even the Kennedy version 
was too drastic for many Members, however, and it was defeated 
ii-54. According to Kennedy, "The amendment was defeated upon 
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the assurance of the Administration that we would work toward 
Indochinese freedom."'· 

There was an interesting mixture of liberal and moderate Demo­
crats and conservative Republicans among those who voted for it. 
The Democrats were Kennedy and Paul H. Donglas (Ill.), consid­
ered liberals. Henry M. Jackson (Wash.). Magnuson (Wash.) and 
Earle C. Clements (Ky.), considered moderates, and Russell Long. a 
moderate-<;onservative. The others were all conservative Republi­
cans, including William Langer (N. Dak.). who was considered a 
maverick, and who was the only member of the Foreign Relations 
Committee to support the amendment. Clements. the Democratic 
whip. was the only Senate leader of either party to vote for the 
amendment.·· 

Although the Goldwater-Kennedy amendment failed, it was clear 
from the debate that there was strong support in the Senate for ex­
erting pressure on the French to satisfy the nationalist demands of 
the people of Indochina, but there were few Senators who wanted 
to risk the possibility that the French would withdraw if American 
criticism and pressure became too intense. Like those in the execu­
tive branch who were grappling with the problem. most Members 
of the Senate. when faced with this dilemma, chose to avoid a 
course of action that might adversely affect the defense of Indo­
china and of Europe. as well as creating new responsibilities for 
the United States in Asia at a time when the U.s. was trying to 
extricate itself from a very costly and unpopular war in Korea. 

Prevailing opposition of the public to becoming involved in "an­
other Korea" was so strong that according to Admiral Radford. 
when he became Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in August 
1953, "officials of State and Defense estimated that there was no 
indication that public opinion would support a contribution to the 
Indochina war other than the current aid program. American mili­
tary particpation. they said. would not be acceptable to the 
public."·o 

Although not demonstrably related to the debate in the Senate. 
which occurred on June 29 and 30 and July I, 1953, the new Laniel 
government announced on July 3 that the French wanted to "per­
feet" the independence of the Associated States, and were ready to 
discuss this with representatives of the three countries, In a cable 
to Washington, C. Douglas Dillon, U.S. Ambassador to France, re­
ported that the French Government "recognized wave of national­
ism sweeping Asia could not be opposed and that independence was 
question of all or nothing."" 

What prompted Senators Goldwater and Kennedy to propose leg­
islative pressures on the French? In Goldwater's case, this is his ex­
planation for offering the amendment:" 

It stemmed from a basic concept of mine that I have held all 
of my life. I believe firmly in our Declaration of Independence. 
The first few sentences say more about our way of life and the 

UKenned'y, Th-e Strategy of Proct, e. 57. 
3~}'Ql' the vote, see eR vol. 99, p. i i89. 
U' From P(!'O.rl Harbor to VU!"tnam. p. 356. 
~ [FRUS. 1952-1954. vol. XllI, p. ~L For the wzt of the announcement lee p. 634. For Inrlc> 

chinese reactians see Hammer, pp. 301 ff, 
ULetter to CRS from Senator Goldwater, I.lK. 21,1982, 
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way of life that people allover this world want to pursue than 
any document that has ever been written. Freedom is the driv­
ing desire of every animal, whether he be man, beast or bird 
and we don't seem to get that through our heads. What those 
people wanted was freedom, and if the French had been smart 
enough to grant it to them, what a difference there would have 
been in the history of our world. 

In Kennedy's case, his own trip to Vietnam in 1951 and his con· 
tacts with Diem were probably influential. InCidentally, in this con· 
nection, some details are now available on the luncheon at the Su­
preme Court on May 7, 1953, which was mentioned earlier, hosted 
for Diem by Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, and at­
tended by Kennedy and Mansfield." According to the summary of 
the meeting, Diem and " ... [name deleted] believe that the 
French are now showing a tendency to grant more concessions but 
that these are 'too little and too late:" Diem said that the problem 
in Vietnam was that there was no "rallying point in between the 
Communists and the French." More French troops were needed, 
and French withdrawal would result in a Communist victory. But 
he also insisted that the French could not win the war; only the 
Vietnamese could do that and they would fight only if they had 
"more freedom." 

The U.S. Increases Its Commitment 
In September 1953, the United States increased its commitment 

to the defense of Indochina (an additional $385 million for the fol­
lowing year on top of the $400 million already approved) after the 
French warned that otherwise they might have to withdraw. 

Another influential factor in increasin¥ the U.S. commitment 
was the p069iblity that the French would msist on including Ind", 
china in the forthcoming international conference to negotiate an 
end to the Korean war. (A Korean armistice had been signed on 
July 27, 1953.) Washington wanted to prevent this from happening, 
or at least to help the French gain a military advantage in Ind<r 
china in order to negotiate from a position of greater strength" 

Although Generai O'Oaniel displayed considerable professional 
optimism about the Navarre plan, on which this enlarged commit­
ment was based, Navarre himself was less than sanguine. In a 
secret report to Paris he concluded that the war could not be won 
militarily, and that a stalemate, a draw. was the best that could be 
expected." 

UFRUS. 1952-1954, vol xm. pp. 553-554 Alsc in attendance were Edmund Gullion and Gene 
Gregory from the State Department. a Mr. Newton from the American Friends Set"VlCC Commit­
tee and a Mr. Costello frotn CBS. In addition b) Diem. there wsa another Vietll8.ll.le8e pteeent 
whose name has been deleted from the published memorandum_ In all probability that pel"$OO 
was Diem's brother, Bishop Ngo Dinh Thuc. 

Htn ~ns at t.fle. tripartite Foreign Mi.ni.e.tel'S mooting 10 W.tUIhington on July 12-13, 
1953, the French made qui~ an issue of the problem of continuing to fight in Indochina after 
the Korean war ended, and of the need to broaden the Korea.n peace tal" to include Indochina. 
Dulles replied that the U.S, would not neceaarily oppoae a aeoond or eeparate C()rueJ"t'nce to 
di.sewm Indochina. but said that it would be Ii sign of weakness to make such a proposal at that 
time. He added, ". . a negotiation conducted under ci:n:umst.anct:l6 where our side would have 
no alternative, Bnd would be 'bankrupt' oouid only end in complete disaster.. if we can work 
out the NavfU'Te plan and make ProgT1!S5 delnOil8tUlting that we have the will and c«pabiJity to 
swrtain that plan. there might then be a pl'"Oi>pect. of 8ucces& in negotiations," IbitL pp. 664-666. 

uProtn Navarre's nremoirs, quoted by &rnlird B, Fall. TM Two Viet.M.vn" fNew York: 
Praeger, rev, ed., 1964), P 122, 
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Most policymakers in Washington were also skeptical, but there 
appeared, once again, to be little choice. The State Department ad­
vised that "The Laniel government is almost surely the last French 
government which would undertake to continue the war in Indo­
China. If it fails, it will almost certainly be succeeded by a govern­
ment committed to seek a settlement on terms dangerous to the se­
curity of the U.s, and the Free World."" 

The Director of State's Policy Planning Staff. Robert R. Bowie, 
put the matter this way: "The issues for the NSC are in essence 
whether the United States should grasp a promising opportunity to 
further a satisfactory conclusion of the war in Indochina within the 
next two fighting years; Or whether it is prepared to substitute its 
own forces for the French in the defense of Indochina; or whether 
it is prepared to accept the loss of Indochina and possibly other 
areas of South East Asia." "Confronted with these alternatives." 
Bowie said. "it seems clear that the United States should grant the 
French request,Hill 

At a meeting of the NSC on August 6. 1953. it was agreed that 
the French request should be granted. provided that the State l)e. 
partment. the JCS and the Foreign Operations Administration 
(successor to the Mutual Security Agency) "find that the proposed 
French program holds promise of success and can be implemented 
effectively ... !'48 

On August 11. the JCS recommended approval of the French re­
quest. but cautioned that previous experience with the perform­
ance of the French suggested that all aid should be conditioned on 
adherence to the Navarre plan and on "contin ued French willing­
ness to receive and act upon U.s. military advice:'" 

On August 28, however. the JCS. to which new members had 
been appointed during August. voiced concern about the ability of 
the French to carry out the Navarre plan. and repeated the condi­
tion stated in the August 11 memorandum_so They also emphasized 
that ". . . a basic requirement for military success in Indochina is 
one of creating a political climate in that country which will pro­
vide the incentive for natives to support the French and supply 
them with adequate intelligence which is vital to the successful 
conduct of operations in Indochina_" 

HState Department paper preps~ for the August 6. 195.3 m€'elmg of the NSC, FRus' 1952:~ 
1954. vol XIII. pp i1-4-717 

<t7Ibtd" pp.713-114 It should not be assumed, by the way, that a Democratic administration 
under Adlai E. Stevenson, who had been defeaWd for the Prt!sidency by Eisenhower, would have 
come to a different condWllon. On July 11, 1953. C L. Su1t.berger of the New York Timn had a 
"good chat" with S~\"eMOn in which StevelUlOll said that "He was surprised at the extent of 
French disillusionment on Indochina I!Uld their desirE' w gt!t out of that situatlOll. He is tryl". to 
point out to the French that nowpat1:icularly they mUBt keep containing Soviet dynamiam in 
that quarter We have neutralized RU96ian ptl:S6Ut't" in Europe, We muatprevent the Sino-Soviet 
bloc from outfhtnking India." C. L. Su.tzbergw, Seven Con.ltneJfts: and Forty Yea,.. !New 'York 
Qundr~le!Nf!W York Times Book, 1977), p. 16~l 

uFR('S, 1952-]954, vol xm, p. 718, from the rewrd of action of the meetir1g. UnfortuMte'ly, 
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historical series the State Department is dra9l-ing on a Btt of NSC memoranda of discU8&lOll8 
located in the Eisenhower Library. and the memorandum for this meeting is not in that eet 
Presumably it is still in ~SC l1!!'rords, however. 

uP? OOD ed . book 9, PP. 134 --135 This document is not in the Gravel edition 
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Despite their reservations, the new JCS also supported the pro­
posed additional assistance" According to Admiral Radford, its 
new Chairman: "... the Laniel-Navarre program offered a 
chance-and a last chance at that-of putting the Indochina War 
on the right track."" 

On September 4, 1953, the French request was discussed at the 
regular State-JCS meeting" The State Department position, as 
stated by Douglas MacArthur II (Counselor of the Department) and 
Livingston T. Merchant (Assistant Secretary of State for European 
Affairs), was along the lines of State's earlier memo for the NSC. 
MacArthur concluded, "For our OV<1I part we feel that there is no 
real alternative to giving the French the help which they are 
asking for unless it is that of accepting gradual French withdrawal 
from Indochina." Admiral Radford said that the "basic difficulty 
was political rather than military and the political difficulties cen­
tered in Paris." "1 personally think," he added, "that the French, if 
they really put their heart into it, could win a military victory in 
Indochina in two years and with true aggressive leadership they 
might do it in one year." "A change of concept on the part of the 
French could do a lot," Radford declared. "I think if we can send 
O'Daniel out to ride the herd on them, he might be able to talk 
Navarre into really pushing forward." 

Adm. Robert B. Carney, the new Chief of Naval Operations, 
agreed. "I think we should go along with their request," he said, 
"on the condition that we have a chance to needle them into 
taking aggressive action. I think we want to be in a position to give 
the high command direct advice and to expand the possibilities of 
the MAAG influencing French action." 

Gen. Charles P. Cabell, Director of the CIA, commented, "from 
the point of view of the CIA we think that the French have set 
their sights too low on what might be done in guerrilla warfare." 
Radford agreed, adding that " ... up to now they have been afraid 
to trust the native people." 

On September 8, 1953, in preparation for the NSC meeting the 
next day, MacArthur forwarded to Dulles a memorandum prepared 
by the Policy Planning Staff for the NSC in which the State De­
partment, as requested in the August 6 NSC meeting, reported its 
position on the French request" This was the conclusion stated in 
the memorandum: 

A prompt decision by the United States Government in sup­
port of the French plan is of the highest importance. Early 
strong affirmative action by the United States will strengthen 
the hand of the French Government in seeking from the 

ItA brieftng memo for the Secretary of DefeMe in adVRntle" of t.he September 9 meeting t;~:' 
plained why the U.s. Cfovernznent mQV~ 90 quickJy to '" decis.ion on the aid requeti\, IPP, DOD 
ed" book 9, pp~ 144··149; this ~ument is- not in the Gruvel edition" 

'''This very important and oomplH matter is being ru&hed to such an e:rtent that there remrun 
a number of questions which are not completely aIlS'Ii'ered at this time However. t\ sU1X'e86(ul 
terminauon to the Indochina problem Ie 80 desirable with reapect to all Qur Far Ea.st.ern poliCies, 
and the prea1lure of time $0 great due w the approaching end of the rainy sea&on tluire {about 
()cu)ber 1-after which major openttions by the Viet Minh may recomtl'lenee}. that .ction in 
principle i( felt to be el!l8entw by the Secretary Qr State is warranted at this time," 
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French Assembly the credits necessary for prosecution of the 
war, and in convincing the public of the prospects of success. It 
would also have a most helpful impact upon Ckneral Navarre 
and his command in encouraging them to move forward rapid­
ly and vigorously in the implementation of their plan. Failure 
by the United States Government to act rapidly will most prob­
ably result in decisions by the French Government entailing a 
withdrawal from Indochina and the probable loss of Southeast 
Asia to the Communists. 

The NSC met on September 9, 1953, to act on the French re­
quest,'· Dulles led off the discussion. Referring to the government 
of Joseph Laniel, he said, ", . , for the first time we have a French 
Government which sees the necessity of building strength in Indo­
china. Likewise for the first time, we have a French commanding 
Ckneral, Navarre, with a dynamic approach to the military prob­
lem in Indochina." French Union forces were being increased, he 
added, and "Equally important ... was the fact that the French 
Government have recently given promises of political independence 
to the Associated States, which the United States Government 
thinks is essential for the success of the total program. In the long 
run , , . the Indochin~ area cannot be held except by the people of 
the Associated States," 

President Eisenhower (on vacation at the time of the meeting) 
had indicated, Dulles said, ". . . that the solution of the Indochina 
problem was the first priority, coming after Korea if not nOw actu­
ally before it, The President had stated his belief that the loss of 
Indochina could not be insulated, and that that loss WOUld, shortly 
after, cost US the rest of Southeast Asia. Korea, on the other hand, 
might be an insulated loss." 

Dulles said it would probably take two or three years to "achieve 
a real decision" in the Indochina war, but that evidence of success 
against the Communists resUlting from U.S. aaaistance "might very 
well induce the Chinese Communists to renounce their aid to the 
Vietminh." It was also with this in mind-both encouraging the 
French and discouraging the Chinese-that he said he had made 
his statement on September 2, in which he declared that the Chi­
nese could not send their forces into Indochina " ... without grave 
consequences which might not be confined to Indochina."'· 

Dulles also reported that President Eisenhower wanted " ... care­
ful consultation with members of the appropriate Congressional 
committees, so that they would not be taken by surprise or feel 
that they had been presented with an accomplished fact." 

Subsequently in the meeting there was further discussion of con­
sulting Members of Congress: 

Secretary [of Defense 1 Wilson stated his understanding that 
the program of assistance to the French Government for Indo­
china was something that we would go ahead with regardless 
of the conferences with the Congressmen. 

Mr. Stassen replied that the objective of the conferences Was 
to inform the members of Congress fully as to our proposal, 
but not actually to ask their permission to carry it out. 

Ulbid., pp. 780-789. 
~eIbui. .. p. 747. 
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Secretary Dulles concurred in Mr. Stassen's view that the 
President had the legal right to invoke his transfer powers, 
adding. however. that it was vastly important to assure our· 
selves of the good will and understanding of the Congressional 
leaders and not to take them by surprise. 57 

The NSC approved the new program of aid on condition that 
there be: 

(1) A public French commitment to a "program which will 
ensure the support and cooperation of the native Indochina 
[sic]"; 

(2) A French initiative for "close [U.S.] military advice"; 
(3) Renewed assurances on the paasage of the EOC.·· 

After the NSC acted. Members of Congress were informed of the 
decision. Thruston B. Morton, Assistant Secretary of State for Con· 
gressional Relations (a former Republican Member of the House of 
Representatives from Kentucky, who subsequently was elected to 
the Senate and was one of the key Members of Congress to an· 
nounce his opposition to the war in 1967), personally saw two of the 
most important Members of the Senate. Walter George and Rich· 
ard Russell. ranking Democratic members of Foreign Relations and 
Armed Services. 

This is Morton's account of what he was told:" 
... George just accepted it and never asked a question and 

was very gracious. . . . Dick Russell said, "You are pouring it 
down a rathole; the worst mess we ever got into, this Vietnam. 
The President has decided it. I'm not going to say a word of 
criticism. I'll keep my mouth shut. but I'll tell you right now 
we are in for something tha t is going to be one of the worst 
things this country ever got into."'· 

During the J 96Os, Russell referred frequently to the position he 
took in 1953. and expressed regret that he had not taken a stronger 
stand against U.S involvement. 

In a memorandum to the White House on September 15, 1953, 
reporting on congressional attitudes about the additional Indochina 
commitment, Morton said merely, "Senator George felt that the de­
cision was a proper one. Senator Russell felt that the French had 
out·traded us and that they could prohably carry more of the 
burden if forced to. In the end. he seemed fairly satisfied but it is 
recommended that Admiral Radford or General O'Daniel, or both, 
should arrange to have a talk with him the next time Senator Rw;. 

I1ln 8 memorandum prepared in the State Department on the funding procedure to be ful· 
IlJW'ed it W88 ret»I!lD'1endt)(f that there be consultation with the foreign policy. anned services, 
and appropriations eommitt.ee6 of both Hol.l8t!lfi. In addition to being g:iv~n a general brimng on 
the proposal, members "should be advised" 00 tWQ specific points that an counter to the poei· 
tion takeD by the: foreign policy committees; namely, thllt U.S. funds 13hould not be u.wd directly 
for paying Indoehinetlle troops, and, (by the Foreign Affairs Committee;, that more aid should go 
directly to t.ht! (orees of the ~ted States. Un~r the proposal, the new aid would be used 
for the o:)8t of paying Indochinege forces. and it would go to France directly. lbu:L, p. 719. 

npp' Graveled., vol. L p. 77, from "Summar}' and Ccmments," ~SC 161st MeEting, Sept. 9, 
1953. 

$*CRS interview with Thruston Morton, Jan 29, 1979 
IOJudging by GeolfP."S rather detw;hed and unresponsive reactlOn, he tn$)' have been oonUiCt­

ed perociuaIly by the Secretary of StatEL As ranking Democrat on the comtnittee he also tended 
to take bipart¥mmhip very seriOU$ly. and during the Eisenhower administMtion he tended Ul be 
lees ootBpokea than previously. Dulles also consulted him frequently. and this may haY? contrib­
uted to his cnopen1tive tlttitude. 'there is no re::otd. however, in Dulles' telephone CftJls memo­
randa Of his appointments calendar of such Ii conversation with (}eorge on this subject at that 
t.irne. 
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sell is in the city."·' The memorandum also reported approval by 
Representative James P. Richards (D/S.C.). ranking Democrat on 
tbe Foreign Affairs Committee. and, with reservations. by Repre­
sentative Vorys, the ranking Republican on the committee. (Robert 
B. Cbiper/ield of illinois was chairman. but was rather inactive at 
that stage.) 

Judging by Morton's memorandum, the deep misgivings of Rus­
sell were not transmitted to the Secretary of State or the White 
House, unless this was done orally. But in view of tbe fact that the 
decision had already been made. and that there was such a strong 
legislative-executive consensus on the need to take such a step, 
combined with Russell's own reluctance to express a dissenting 
opinion, Morton undoubtedly concluded that he had reported all 
that should be or needed to be reported. 

Other key Members of Congress were told about the decision by 
John Obly, a senior official of the foreign aid program .•• Included 
were Senator Leverett Saltonsta1l (R/Mass.), chairman of the 
Senate Armed Services Committee and majority (Republican) whip 
of the Senate. and Representative John W. McCormack (D/Mass.), 
minority (Democratic) whip of the House. According to Obly's 
report to Stassen, although both men asked a number of questions 
and expressed vsrious reserva tioWl about the impact of the deci­
sion, especially the effect on NATO funding, both also supported 
the President's action. It was a calculated risk, they said, but one 
that had to be taken. 

Saltonsta11 questioned whether Congress would be prepared to 
make a commitment in the following two or three years compara· 
ble to that in the current year after the new commitment was 
added-about $1-1.5 billion per year. By making the commitment 
without Congress' approval, he said, the President would put Con­
gress in the position of having to provide the amounts needed in 
future years in order to implement the Navarre plan. (Obly said in 
his report that in his discussioWl with Members of Congress he 
"gathered the general impression a coWlultation in advance of deci­
sion and action would make a better impression and be more useful 
than coWlultation after the fact.") For this reason, Saltonstall sug­
gested that the French be given a qualified commitment, and that 
the question be submitted to Congress when it reconvened in Janu­
ary 1954. Obly said he would report this suggestion, but he told 
Saltonsta11 that a qualified commitment "would not result in the 
necessary actions by the French government and that in any 
event we had already gone too far with the French government to 
make our commitment to it of as qualified a character as he 
recommended." 

Representative McCormack wanted to know what would happen 
if the Navarre plan failed, especially whether the U.S. would then 
deploy American forces to Indochina. He said he fully agreed with 
the President's action, and would support increased appropriatioWl 

fllFRllS. 1952-1954, voL xm, pp. 800-807. 
uMemorandum from John C. Ohly to Director of FOreign Operations <Sta.asenl. "Congression­

al Rer.ct.ion t.o Indochina Prognun," Sept, 11, 19M, in National Archive&. R<l 830. cited in Spec­
tor, Advice and Sllpport. p_ 186, and decta...ified. in 1984 at the ~ of CR..<;. Quotations are 
from the ~morandwn. (In September 1953. Ohly was Assistant to the I'>irector for l70gram 
and Coordination of the Foreign Operatiom Administration.) 
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for Indochina for at least two more years, adding that this should 
not be construed as either sUPP.?,rt for or opposition to the deploy­
ment of U.S. forces. He said 'that he would wish to look at an 
issue of such character in the light of the facts existing at the time 
that a decision was needed." 

Some Members of Congress may have had misgivings, but an ar­
ticle in Time Magazine in September 1953 reflected the official op­
timism of the time. It quoted an unidentified American official in 
SaIgon as saying, "We know what we're dOing. It took us long 
enough, but we're not kidding ourselves anymore." He added, in a 
statement that was to become a mocking epitaph for the war:·' 

A year ago none of us could see victory. There wasn't a 
prayer. Now we can see it clearly-like light at the end of a 
tunnel. 

Further U.S. Efforts to Support French Forces 
During the fmal months of 1953, the United States Government 

was faced with a further deterioration in the military situation in 
Indochina. and increasing political pressures in France to negotiate 
a settlement of the war, The response of the U,S. was to seek to 
strengthen the resolve and effectiveness of the French while work­
~to increase the U.S. program in Indochina in an effort to foster 
indigenous resistance to the Communists. The latter position, of 
course, tended to work against the former, as exemplified earlier 
by the Blum controversy. 

At the same time, the announcement by the new Laniel govern­
ment in early July 1953 that France was ready to "perfect" rela­
tionships with the Associated States. and would begin to negotiate 
such arrangements with representatives of the Associated States, 
appears to have ignited nationalist feelings in Indochina. In Viet­
nam it was announced that the Bao Dai government would con­
vene an official "Congress" early in October for the purpose of se­
lecting representatives to meet with the French. U.S. Ambassador 
Heath was assured by Vietnamese President Nguyen Van Tam, 
however, that ". . . if Congress got out of hand, attempted to 
become constitutional convention or agitated against government 
he would not hesitate to use military and police power to dissolve 
it."64 

Although the available evidence is not sufficient to confirm this 
assertion, it would appear that, as a part of its increasing interven­
tion in Indochina. the U.S. was actively seeking to manipulate Vi­
etnamese political forces through techniques similar to those being 
succesafully employed in the Philippines. One of the members of 
General O'Daniel's party during the June-July 1953 trip to Ind<r 
china was Col. Edward Geary Lansdale, U.S. Air Force, a CIA offi­
cer with a considerable reputation for his role in the campaign 
against the Communists in the Philippines. Lanadale, the model for 
the "Quiet American" in Graham Greene's novel of that title, said 
he found during his visit to Indochina with General O'DanieJ that 
"French paternalism was turning over the controls of self-rule too 

U1\.rM ~ &pt. 2B. 19:53. p. 22.. &.a.n1ey Karnow, VU'tIwm: A History (New York: 
Viking, 1983), page 100. incwrectly attributee this statement to General Nav(lTf'e. Hmos. 1952-1954, vol. xm. pp. 795-796. 
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slowly and grudgingly to the Vietnamese to generate any enthusi­
asm among Vietnamese nationalists. I didn't see how Navarre was 
going to win, unless he made radical changes to get the Vietnam­
ese nationalists much more deeply involved."·' 

It is not known what specific recommendations were made by 
Lansdale after the conclusion of the trip, but it is probably not 
mere coincidence that, shortly thereafter, Ngo Dinh Nhu. brother 
of Ngo Dinh Diem, organized the Movement of National Union for 
Independence and Peace. which led to an unofficial Congress of Na­
tional Union and Peace on September 6, 1953. in Saigon (Cholon). 
This group demanded unconditional independence for Vietnam, 
freedom of the press and of association, an end to corruption, re­
forms of the army and the Bao Dai regime and establishment of a 
national assembly.·o 

Bao Dai's official National Congress met from October 15-17, and 
despite efforts to keep it under control, including hand-picking the 
delegates (Ngo Dinh Nhu refused to participate), it got out of hand, 
and began taking positions similar to those of the unofficial con­
gress in September. 

In a cable to Paris, the State Department indicated its strong dis­
approval of the tone of the speeches at the National Congress-the 
"constitutional verbiage and empty demagoguery" of "political 
dreamers and doctrinaires." 61 

To make matters worse, the Congress adopted a resolution that 
stood officials in Paris and Washington on their ears:'· 

The National Congress, considering that: 
In this historic circumstance, all free and independent coun­

tries have the tendency to cooperate closely with each other, in 
order to maintain their independence and liberty mutually and 
to promote world peace; 

Considering that alliance between people can be durable and 
useful only if the two countries can cooperate on an entirely 
free and equal basis and respect rights of each other; 

Considering that French Union, built on French Constitution 
of 1946, was quite contrary to sovereignty of an independent 
nation; 

Considering the first right of a people is its own interest; 
Decides: 

1. Not to join French Union; 
2. After having recovered all rights still held by France 

and after clarification of matters concerning old institute 
of emission, which is Bank of Indochina. Vietnam will sign 
with France treaties of alliance on an equal basis, accord­
ing to demands of France and Vietnam during any given 

~~Edward G.l..ansdalc.lr: the Mid.!r 0( Wan (New York Harper IlIld Row, 1972), p. Ill, 
nOut of that Sept(!mbrilr meeting, Ngo Dinh Nhu and five others. formed a political party, 

according to Lansdale, ". , . to organiz<e urban laborers and rural farmers. in a joint nationalist 
effort with the m12/h.gentsw throughout th country, forming neighborhood, \.-jUage. and hamlet 
chsptera." !bod., p. 340. Thai was the genesis of what became Itnown as the Can Lao, led by Ngo 
Dinh Nhu, which became a very potent force during Diem's Presidency. 

fnFRUS. 19-52-1954. vol. xm, p. S39 During the time of the unofficia.l oongyesa in September 
1953 there l5 an intri&l.1ingly ConspicUOU5 gap in the communications bet~n Saigon snd Wash· 
ingwn contained in FRUS. One cannot help but wonder what the archives of the CIA might 
contain 

~ 6 Jtlld . pp. 826-827 
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period and under circumstances which will be clearly de­
termined; 

3. All negotiations. all recommendations. all decisions of 
any international assemblies regarding Vietnam must be 
decided by Vietnamese people; 

4. All treaties above-mentioned must be ratified by Gen­
eral Assembly of Vietnam, constituted by univel"Sal suf­
frage. in order for them to go into force. 

In a cable to Washington, which was probably discounted to 
some extent by the State Department as reflecting the "localitis" 
of the Ambassador (i.e., lack of detachment from the local situa­
tion). Ambassador Heath said, "it seems probable that Congress 
was cleverly sabotaged by pro-Viet Minh stooges in its midst ... •• (A 
few days later Heath amended his statement. saying that "motion 
appears rather the product of emotional, irresponsible national­
ism.")1° He reported that the resolution had been toned down (the 
only change was to add the words "in its present form" to the first 
of the four points) after pressure from Bao OW's representatives. 
who had been pressured by the French and Americans, but that it 
was still an irresponsible and harmful action: 

It is a matter of extraordinary difficulty to convey degree of 
nalvete and childiike belief that no matter what defamatory 
language they use, the Vietnamese will still be safeguarded 
from lethal Communist enemy by France and U.S. 

Objectives of OUr diplomacy at this critical juncture should. 
in our belief. be directed in Vietnam to bringing these people 
to sober realization of where they stand, dancing on brink of 
destruction; and in France to enlist those capacities of c1ear­
sightedness and of true French greatness as world power to 
overlook this present irritant and to keep the national sights 
on the maln issues at stake. 

In Paris, the news of the passage of the resolution denouncing 
the French Union was received incredulously, but this reaction was 
tempered by the modification that was subsequently adopted. as 
well as friendiy remarks in another resolution authorizing Bao OW 
to select the representative to negotiate with the French. '1 

During this period. Senate Majority Leader Knowland, a member 
of the Foreign Relations Committee, and Senator Mike Mansfield, 
also a member of the Foreign Relations Committee, played a direct 
role in helping to convey to Indochinese leaders. especially in Cam­
bodia, the opposition of the U.S. Government to any move toward 
neutralism or negotiations with the Communists. 

While Knowland was in Indochina for four days in the middle of 
September 1953. the Royal Government of Cambodia issued a state­
ment demanding that Viet Minh forces either submit to the new 
national government or leave the country,72 It also declared, "We 
have no reason to take sides against communism as long as it does 
not come to impose itself by force upon our people," In response, 
Heath talked to the French, and then cabled Washington suggest-

t.DlbuL p. e.29. 
10lbuJ .. p. 836. 
llSee Ibid.. pp. 828 ff .• pa8lfim for French a.nd American actions and reactions, as well I:t$ addi­

tional details on the National Cortg1"e65. See ~ Hammer. pp. 304-307. 
aFRUS, 1952-:954" voL XIII, p.798. 



144 


ing that he and Senator Knowland, who were scheduled to meet 
with Prime Minister Penn Nouth, tell the Prime Minister that 
". . . his government cannot look to US to replace French in realm 
of military and economic aid if he persista in policy outlined in 
public statement...."73 Washington agreed, and at the meeting 
both Heath and Knowland stresse<J the need for Cambodia to coop­
erate with the other Associated States in combatting the Commu­
nists. Knowland lectured the Prime Minister On the need for the 
three States to act together, and threatened action by the U.S. Con­
gress to cut off aid to any State that did not cooperate. 

In reporting on the meeting, Heath told Washington, (with a 
copy of the cable to Knowland), that Knowland's commenta "were 
impressively delivered and very useful. ..."74 In truth, the effect 
of Knowland's heavy-handed role, as the U.S. Charge in Cambodia 
cabled a few days later, was to "irritate further" both the Prime 
Minister and the King, who issued a joint statement taking issue 
with the threatened cut-off of U.S. aid in which they asked 
"... whether there is justice on earth and whether it is normal that 
small countries be condemned to die because they refuse to buy 
their lives at a shameful price of abdication as a free people.""

Later in September, Senator Mansfield visited Indochina for 
eight days, during which he also met with the Cambodian Prime 
Minister and, among other things, stressed the need for Cambodia 
to join "with all free nations in common struggle against interna­
tional communism." He was reportedly less abrasive than Know­
land had been, but the Cambodians reiterated their position.7 • 

While in Paris en route to the U.S., Mansfield met with several 
French leaders, and took the position that the French would be jus­
tified in a "get tough" policy toward Cambodia.77 

Several other congressional delegations visited Indochina during
the fall of 1953. an indication of the growing attention the area was 
receiving in Congress.78 There were printed reports from three of 
these congressional delegations, those of Senators Mansfield and 
Smith, and a group from the Foreign Affairs Committee. All three 
reports strongly supported the position of the executive branch. 
Mansfield said, " ... the issue for us is not Indochina alone. Nor is 
it just Asia. The issue in this war SO many people would like to 
forget is the continued freedom of the non-Communist world, the 
containment of Communist aggression, and the welfare and securi­
ty of our country." "Just as the conflict in Korea is being fought in 
part to avoid war on our own frontier in the future, so too is the 
war in Indochina." 

Mansfield was optimistic. He said that while it was "too early to 
evaluate the effectiveness" of the Navarre plan, "the general con­
sensus is that it has already provided a lift to morale and may pro-

UlbitL, pp_ 799-g()(I. 
HlbifL p, 806. 
HJbid., p. 808, 
161bi4... p. 810. 
77IbuI, 825, 
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vide in time the striking edge necessary to end the long stalemate." 
If progress continues to be made, he added, in two or three years 
the "Communist threat in southeast Asia can be dissolved." Only 
an invasion by China could prevent this from happening, he said. A 
negotiated settlement would be possible, but" A truce in Indochina, 
however, as anywhere else in dealing with the Communists, de­
pends on strength, not weakness." 

While stron~ly supporting U.S. assistance, however, Mansfield 
said that this '. . . should not involve the commitment of combat 
forces. Sacrifices for the defense of freedom must be equitably 
shared and we have borne our full burden in blood in Korea."" 

On January 19, 1954, Mansfield gave an oral report on his trip in 
an executive session of the Foreign Relations Committee, in which 
he took an even stronger position on the importance of defending 
Indochina than he took in the published report. 80 "The importance 
of Indochina, as I see it," he said, "cannot be overstressed. It is per­
haps the most important area in the world today . . . if Indochina 
itself falls, that means all of Southeast Asia, and perhaps all of 
Asia will follow suit, and then the cost will be tremendous. The loss 
of China will be as nothing compared to the loss of the rest of Asia, 
and if Indochina falls, that is what will happen." Mansfield added, 
however, that although maximum aid should be given to the 
French, the U.S. should not "go to the extreme of sending in Amer­
ican combat forces." If the war was going to be won, he said, it was 
going to be won by the Indochinese themselves. 

Senator H. Alexander Smith, then chairman of the Subcommit­
tee on the Far East of the Foreign Relations Committee, was also 
optimistic about the situation in Indochina, an area which he, too, 
considered vital. 8 ' He believed the Communists could be checked, 
but he stressed the need "for building a greater will to fight among 
the people of Vietnam." In order for this to take place, ". . . the 
people of Vietnam OJ must understand more clearly than they do 
the nature of the Communist threat that surrounds them; and (2) 
they must be assured of their independence. The problem at this 
stage is more a psychological one than a material one," 

S'mith strongly supported the continuation of U.S. aid programs, 
but added, "We must not seek to dominate or dictate. We must not 
try to rebuild these countries in the image of America." He said he 
fa vored a regional security pact under the leadershi p of nations of 
the area. He also approved of the administration's efforts to warn 
the Chinese against intervention in Indochina, and said, ". . . the 
time has come when our Government should declare that we will 
react to aggression wherever it occurs in the world, taking what· 
ever action our national intereste require." 

The House Foreilp1 Affairs Committee delegation also supported 
the administration s position that, as the group's report stated, 
". . . a free Asia is vital to the security of the free world, and, 

1tus. Co~ Senate. O:.lmmittee on Foreign Relations, In.dot:hl/la, Report of Senator Mike 
Mansfield on a Study Mission to the Associated StateS of Indochina, Vietnam, Cambodia, La06, 
Ccmmitt.ee Print, Odober 27, 1953, 83d Gong., lst se&li ;W6/lIhmgton, D.C.: UB. Govt . .Print. Off. 
1953). 

eoSFilC Hil. Sttr" '0'01. VI. I?p. 411l. 
8lU.S Ccflil'lS, Senate. Committee on Foreign R.elatiuns, The Far &ut and South A$kl. 

Report of Senator H. AJexander Smith on a Study Mission to the Far East.. Committee Print., 
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therefore, to the security of the United States." Moreover, in Indo­
china, although "at best a touch-and-go proposition," it was essen· 
tial to continue the struggle against the Communists. "For the free 
world to seek a truce with the Communists in Indochina is to 
engage in appeasement eqUivalent to an Indochinese 'Munich.' " 

The House study misslon agreed, however, that "nationalism" 
was the only cause that could rally the people of the area against 
the Communists, and that independence, therefore, was essential: 
"The apathy of the local population to the menace of Vietminh 
communism disguised as nationalism is the most discouraging 
aspect of the situation. That can only be overcome through the 
grant of complete independence to each of the Associated States. 
Only for such a cause as their own freedom will ~ple make the 
heroic effort necessary to win this kind of struggle. ' •• 

Another Reevaluatwn of u.s. Policy in Indochina 
Toward the end of 1958, as it became apparent, despite an opti­

mistic report by General O'Daniel when he returned to Indochina 
for a review of the Navarre plan, that there was little progress in 
the war, the U.S. began reevaluating the situation in Indochina.s • 

The beginning step in this review was NSC 162/2, "Basic Nation­
al Security Policy,' approved by the President on October 30, 
1958.·' NSC 162/2 was the Eisenhower administration's charter for 
what was called the "New Look" in national security ~licy. Lam­
pooned at the time as a "bigger bang for the buck,' this policy 
called for meeting the "Soviet threat" without "seriously weaken­
ing the U.S. economy or undermining Our fundamental values and 
institutions." One basic aspect of the "New Look" was increased 
reliance on nuclear weapons, which, the document stated, would 
be considered "as available as other munitions" in the event of 
hostilities. ss 

In the case of Indochina, NSC 162/2 said that it was "of such 
strategic importance" that an attack on it "probably would compel 
the United States to react with military force either locally at the 
point of attack or generally against the military power of the 
aggressors. " 

The Army, in particular, continued to be concerned, however, 
about the gap between poli~ rhetoric and actual plans and capa­
bilities for possible U.S. mihtary action in Indochina. If the area 
was as important to defend as had been asserted by NSC 162/2, it 

Rl'a Rept. 83-202$, July 2, 1954. An earlier "oommittee print" of the same report w.u issued 
in February. 
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was essential, the Army maintained, to consider whether it could 
be defended without ground forces. If ground forces were required, 
the question of their availability had to be faced. Thus, on Decem· 
ber 8, 1953, the Army pointed out to the Planning Board of the 
NSC that the U.S. did not have enough troops in being to commit 
divisional forces to Indochina and still meet its responsibilities in 
Europe and the Far East. It suggested, therefore, that there should 
be a reevaluation of the position on Indochina taken in NSC 162/2 
which would focus on "the importance of Indochina and Southeast 
Asia in relation to the possible cost of saving it. "86 

Toward the end of 1953, the Army's Plans Division, G-3, did two 
studies of the question of using U.S. forces to replace the French, 
in which it came to these conclusions:· 7 

. . . should the French decide to withdraw their forces from 
Indochina, it would take seven U.S. Army divisions plus a 
Marine division [a total of approximately 375,000 men, includ· 
ing support personnel] to replace them .... [and] would entail 
an extension within the U.S. Army of all terms of service by at 
least one year, a recall of individual reserve officers and tech· 
nicians, an increase in the size of monthly draft calls, and a 
net increase of 500,000 in the size of the Army. 

The planners estimated that U.S. forces could establish a 
secure base in the Red River Delta region in a few months, but 
cautioned that successful military operations alone would not 
destroy the Viet Minh political organization. To accomplish 
this goal five to eight years of effective political and psycholog. 
ical measures like those being carried out by the British in 
Malaya would be required. 

Meanwhile, the intelligence community was studying the Indo­
china situation, including the consequences of committing U.S. 
forces to the defense of the area. In a "Special Estimate" on No­
vember 16, 1953 !beginning in 1953 these were called Special Na· 
tional Intelligence Estimates-SNIEsi on "Probable C<msequences 
in Non-Communist Asia of Certain Possible Developments in Indo­
china Before Mid·19M," the conclusion was:·· 

Over the long run, reactions in non-Communist Asia to US 
intervention in force in Indochina would be largely determined 
by the success of the intervention. If the Viet Minh were quick· 
ly eliminated Or decisively defeated without leading to a Chi· 
nese Communist invasion of Indochina, and if military victory 
were followed by the emergence of truly independent and effec· 
tive governments in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, non-Com· 
munist Asian leaders would accept the new situation and 
would welcome the setback of Communist expansion in Asia. 
On the other hand, a protracted stalemate in Indochina would 
almost certainly reduce support for the US throughout Asia. 

This intelligence estimate did not specifically comment on the 
possible effects of U.S. intervention in preventing Communist cun· 
trol of Southeast Asia, although the representative of the Joint 

UMemorandum from Col George W Coohdgt'. Acting Chief. Plaos Diyisbn. to Defen~ 
MembEr.'sse Planlllng Board. f>t.c B, 19;):3. quoted In PP. Gra\'e: ed. vol 1, p tl9 
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Chiefs had suggested adding this statement: "U.S. intervention in 
fqrce in Indochina would effectively stop further Communist ad­
vance in Southeast Asia, reduce their capabilities in Indonesia, and 
provide a bulwark to the Philippines and Australia; this would 
assure the availability of rice to the non-Communist rice-deficient 
nations and guarantee to the West the continuing availability of 
the vital strategic raw materials of Southeast Asia and its contigu­
ous areas,"S9 

A National Intelligence Estimate on December 1, 1953, conclud­
ed, ". . the implementation of the Laniel-Navarre Plan will prob­
ably be the last major French offensive effort in Indochina. We be­
lieve that even if the Laniel-Navarre Plan is successful, the French 
do not expect to achieve a complete military victory in Indochina. 
They probably aim at improving their position sufficiently to nego­
tiate a settlement which would eliminate the drain of the Indo­
china War On France. while maintaining non-Communist govern­
ments in the Associated States and preserving a position for 
France in the Far East." The estimate also concluded that France 
favored an international conference on Indochina, and that if nec­
essary to negotiate an end to the war, ". . . France would press the 
US to consent to French acceptance of terms which the US would 
regard as weakening the Western position in Indochina and thus in 
Southeast Asia as a whole." 

On December 18, 1953, there was another special estimate, 
"Probable Communist Reactions to Certain Possible US Courses of 
Action in Indochina Through 1954," which discussed the probable 
reactions of the Communists to the commitment of U.S. military 
forces to Indochina during 1954. either on a scale necessary to 
defeat the Viet Minh, or on a scale necessary to check the Viet 
Minh until they could be defeated by "US-<leveloped Vietnamese 
forces," This estimate concluded that if U.S. forces were committed 
to Indochina the Chinese Communists probably would not immedi­
ately intervene with their own forces:·o 

In the initial stages of an actual US military commitment, 
the Communists might not feel compelled to intervene openly 
in force immediately. They would recognize the difficulties 
which the US forces would face in operating in the Indochina 
climate and terrain. They would also realize that the xenopho­
bia of the indigenous population of Indochina might be effec­
tively exploited to the disadvantage of US forces by Commu­
nist propaganda; the Chinese Communists would therefore 
prefer that the US rather than themselves be confronted with 
this antiforeign attitude. They might estimate that. with in­
creased aid from Communist China, the Viet Minh forces, by 
employing harrassing and infiltrating tactics and avoiding 
major engagements, could make any US advance at the least 
slow and difficult. It is probable, therefore, that the Chinese 
Communists would initially follow a cautious military policy 
while they assessed the scale, nature, and probable success of 
the US action. . Even at this early stage, however, the Chi­
nese C.ommunists would probably take strong action short of 

M~lbui. P i/72 fn 
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open intervention in an effort to prevent the US from destroy. 
ing the Viet Minh armed forces. 

On December 23, 1953, the ~SC heard a report from V ice Presi· 
dent ~ixon, who had just returned from a trip to Indochina. AI· 
though he began by saying, "About Indochina we must talk opti· 
mistically; we have put good money in, and we must stick by it," 
Nixon added that he would be emphasizing the pessimistic aspects, 
and he did. The Navarre plan, he said, was a "tremendous im­
provement," but the training of Indochinese soldiers was "not 
going weH/~ there were "no real leaders in Vietnam," and there 
was continuing nationalist resistance to the role of the French. He 
concluded his presentation by stating that while supporting the 
French, the U.S. should oppose negotiations. " ... I am convinced," 
he said, "that negotiation at the present time would be disas­
trous,"91 

As 1953 ended, French forces were in position at a northern base 
soon to achieve international prominence-Dien Bien Phu, where 
they hoped to force a showdown with the Viet Minh that would 
result in a costly defeat for the Communists and turn the tide of 
the war." 

NSC 5405 and the Continuing Debate Over the US. Commitment to 
Defend Indochina 

During early January 1954, the NSC endeavored to agree on an 
interpretation of the U.s. commitment to Indochina that would re­
spond to the questions raised by the Army and establish new guide­
lines for U.S. policy. The result was NSC 5405, "United States Ob­
jectives and Courses of Action With Respect to Southeast Asia," 
which was approved by the President on January 16, 1954.·' 

The NSC Planning Board's draft of NSC 5405 (then numbered 
r;sc 177), was first circulated to members of the Council on Decem· 
ber 31, 1953, together with the draft of a "Special Annex" based on 
a report prepared on January 5, 1953, by the JCS' Joint Strategic 
and Logistics Plans Committees on the question of U.S. action in 
the event of a French withdrawal." Two contingencies were con· 
sidered in the Special Annex; 0) French agreement to settle the 
war on terms unacceptable to the U.S. in the absence of an offer of 
U.S. military participation, and (2) refusal by the French to cantin· 
ue the war even with U.S. participation. The paper posed two alter· 
natives for the U.S. in both of these cases-either not to commit 
U.s. forces and to suffer the consequences, or to commit such forces 
to supplement or replace the French. 

In their report to the JCS, the Joint Strategic and Logistics 
Plans Committee recommended that, if necessary, the U.S. should 
send its own forces to Indochina, as well as providing assistance to 
those of the Associated States. 

Vice Adm. Arthur C. Davis, Director of the Office of Foreign 
Military Affairs in the Defense Department's International Securi· 
ty Affairs Division, took the opposite position. In a memorandum 

I< t[bla' . pp, 930-931 
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on January 5, 1954 to G€n. Charles H. "Tick" Bonesteel III, the 
military liaison officer on the NSC staff, he said:" 

Involvement of U.S. forces in the Indochina war should be 
avoided at all practical costs. If, then, National Policy deter­
mines no other alternative, the U.S. should not be self-duped 
into believing the possibility of partial involvement-such as 
"Naval and Air units only." One cannot go over Niagara Falls 
in a barrel only slightly.. . If it is determined desirable to 
introduce air and naval forces in combat in Indochina it is dif­
ficult to understand how involvement of ground forces could be 
avoided. Air strength sufficient to be of worth in such an effort 
would require bases in Indochina of considerable magnitude. 
Protection of those bases and port facilities would certainly re­
quire U.S. ground force personnel, and the force onCe commit­
ted would need ground combat units to support any threatened 
evacuation. It must be understood that there is no cheap way 
to fight a war, once committed. 

At its meeting on January 6, the JCS approved the recommenda­
tions of its committees, including the proposed use of U.S. forces. 
On January 7, however, at a meeting of the Armed Forces Policy 
Council, Deputy Secretary of Defense Roger Kyes "vigorously at­
tacked the idea of participation in the Indochina War. Although 
Kyes ostensibly objected to inaccuracies in the logistical consider­
ations in the annex, his real concern was with the effect of inter­
vention on the defense budget. The year 1954 was to inaugurate 
the Eisenhower administration's New Look in defense policy, and a 
major military commitment in Vietnam would almost certainly ne­
cessitate a sizeable increase in the armed forces and in defense pro­
duction and send the defense budget skyrocketing."" 

Kyes asked the White House to have the Special Annex with­
drawn, and it was announced at the NSC meeting on January 8 
that this was to be done. From the memorandum of the discussion 
at that meeting it was obvious that, in addition to budgetary con­
cerns, the substance of the Special Annex was so controversial, and 
the questions it discussed so sensitive, that it was prudent not to 
have it in circulation. As the memorandum noted, "The contingen­
cies referred to in the Special Annex would henceforth be discussed 
only orally, and all copies of the Annex would be recalled for de­
struction."97 

The reaction of the State Department to the Special Annex is not 
entirely clear, but it is known that FE, while expressing reserva­
tions about committing U.S. troops, was also concerned about the 
"loss" of Southeast Asia resulting from the combination of French 
withdrawal and U.S. refusal to commit troops. Assistant Secretary 
of State for Far Eastern Affairs, Walter S. Robertson, sent Dulles a 
memo on January 7, 1954. in which he suggested points that could 
be made when the NSC met the next day.'· Point fa) recommended 
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making "every effort" to support the Navarre plan. These addition­
al points were made: 

(b) Any commitment of US forces in Indochina may lead to 
the eventual necessity for making progressively larger commit­
ments. 

(c) Such commitment would require drastic revisions upward 
in US budgetary, mobilization and manpower plans and appro­
priations, since existing plans and appropriations probably pre­
clude the engagement of US forces in operations of the Indo­
china type. 

(dJ Public opinion in the US is not now ready for a decision 
to send US troops to Indochina and in all probability will not 
support such a decision unless convinced that such action is 
necessary to save Southeast Asia from Communist domination. 

(e) Withdrawal of the French forces plus refusal to commit 
US forces would weaken the free-world position throughout 
Asia and probably influence the neutralist nations toward the 
Communist bloc. 

Dulles, meanwhile, had received potentially important advice on 
the Indochina situation from another source, Senator Walter 
George, the powerful ranking Democrat on the Foreign Relations 
Committee. who told Dulles on January 4 that "He was greatly 
worried about that situation. He hopes that no effort will be made 
to get Congress' consent to sending in U.s. troops." Dulles' memo­
randum of the conversation then adds this comment: "We talked 
about possible sea and air activity, to which he did not seem seri­
ously to object."" Dulles probably talked privately with other 
Members of Congress about the situation, but, like Acheson, he de­
clined to discuss with the Foreign Relations Committee the alterna· 
tives being considered by the executive branch, even when asked in 
an executive session what the U.S. planned to do if the French 
withdrew. This question was raised by Senator R Alexander Smith 
during a meeting of the committee with Dulles on January 7, 1954, 
for a review of the world situation, and Dulles replied that the 
NSC was discussing that matter the following day, but that he was 
Hnot in a position to give you an answer on it here." 1 00 

In an eKecutive session of the House Foreign Affairs Committee 
on January 19. 1954. the question of sending U.s. troops to Indo­
china was also raised: 1 0 1 

Mr. [Henderson] Lanham [OlGa.]. I am wondering just how 
firm our policy in Asia is. Supposing Indochina should be in­
vaded by the Chinese Communists. Are we ready to go to war 
with China, or are we simply going to slap them on the wrist 
with a blockade or something of that sort? Have we really 
made up our minds that we are going to use all the force that 
is necessary to save Asia? As I understand it, Indochina is cer­
tainly the key to Southeast Asia. Have we made up our minds 
to fight, or are we just going to run a colossal bluff, or do we 
really mean to back it up? 

y ~ Ibtd.. pp. 939-940. 
liltJSFRC Hill. Str. vol. VI. p 21. 
lOlHFAC Hu>. &1'. voL XV, pp. 423-426. 



152 

Secretary Dulles. Well, the Executive has a very clear view 
on this thing. There are some things which will require the co­
operation of you ladies and gentlemen down here. You ask 
whether we are going to go to war. We have in mind the Con· 
stitution, which says only the Congress can declare war. 

Mr. Lanham. That hasn't always been observed; witness 
Korea and other places. There might be an emergency when 
you would have to act. 

Secretary Dulles. I think I can assure you that there is a will 
to act, there are plans of action, but I would not want to say to 
you it is the intention of the President to put the country into 
war without regard to the views of the Congress. 

Mr. Lanham. Even if it meant the loss of Indochina in the 
meantime? 

Secretary Dulles. I would doubt very much whether it would 
be in the province of the President to put the country into war 
to prevent the loss of Indochina, though there are a great 
many steps which can be taken and which would be taken by 
the Executive in the exercise of the fuIl powers that he felt he 
possessed, short of concurrence by the Congress, which I hope 
would be quickly available. 

The NSC meeting On January 8, 1954,102 began with a briermg 
by Allen W. Dulles, Director of the CIA, on the military situation 
in Indochina. He reported that the French garrison at Dien Bien 
Phu was surrounded by the Viet Minh, and that while the position 
was a strong one, the French were "locked in it." Admiral Radford 
commented that although Giolneral Navarre had told him the Viet 
Minh could take Dien Bien Phu if they were willing to suffer the 
losses this would require. he doubted whether the Communists 
would attempt to do SO in view of their apparent interest in moving 
into Laos. Allen Dulles responded that the only reason for the Viet 
Minh to try to take Dien Bien Phu was the "psychological damage 
which they could do the French will to continue the war in Indo­
china." But he added, "This political and psychological advantage 
might seem to the Vietminh to be worth the military loss that they 
would suffer." 

After Dulles' briefing, the Council took up NSC 177 (which 
became NSC 5405). The President began by asking several basic 
questions. "First, why did the French persist in their unwillingness 
to allow the Associated States to put the case of Communist aggres­
sion against any of them before the UN?" He said he understood 
why the French had originally opposed such a move, but he could 
not understand, now that the Associated States had been declared 
independent. why they continued to do so. Secretary of State Dulles 
replied that this was due to " ... French sensitivity with regard to 
the French position in North Africa. If the Associated States were 
to go to the UN. the Moroccan issue would almost certainly be 
raised." To this, Eisenhower replied, in a statement that summa­
rized his position on the war and on the question of U.S. involve­
ment; a position that he maintained throughout the debates on 
US. policy during the period prior to the Geneva Conference: 
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.. this seemed to be yet another case where the French 
don't know what to do-whether to go it alone or to get assist­
ance from other nations clandestinely. They want to involve us 
secretly and yet are unwilling to go out openly to get allies in 
their struggle. For himself, said the President with great force, 
he simply could not imagine the United States putting ground 
forces anywhere in Southeast Asia, except possibly in Malaya, 
which one would have to defend as a bulwark to our off-shore 
island chain. But to do this anywhere else was simply beyond 
his contemplation. Indeed, the key to winning this war was to 
get the Vietnamese to fight. There was l'ust no sense in even 
talking about United States forces rep acing the French in 
Indochina. If we did so, the Vietnamese could be expected to 
transfer their hatred of the French to us. I can not tell you, 
said the President with vehemence, how bitterly opposed I am 
to such a course of action. This war in Indochina would absorb 
our troops by divisions! 

Vice President Nixon commented that while the French said 
they favored the development of national armies, they were also 
" ... aware that if the Vietnamese become strong enough to hold 
their country alone, they would proceed to remove themselves from 
the French Union." Eisenhower's response was, " ... if the French 
had been smart they would long since have offered the Associated 
States independence on the latter's own terms." But he favored ef­
forts to get the French to let the U.S. take over a "good part" of 
the training of national armies in order to strengthen the ability of 
the Indochinese to defend themselves, as well as to relieve French 
military personnel from training duties and thus free them for 
combat. 

The discussion turned to ways of helping the French while avoid­
ing the use of U.s. forces. Secretary Dulles said that the French 
had not requested U.S. combat forces. Robert Cutler, Special Assist­
ant to the President for National Security Affairs, asked whether 
the French request for U.S. planes and pilots would not constitute 
"the camel getting his head through the door." Admiral Radford 
argued that the U.s. should do "everything possible to forestall a 
French defeat at Dien Bien Phu," and, if necessary, send an air­
craft carrier to help the French defend that garrison. Secretary of 
the Treasury George M. Humphrey countered that "he simply did 
not see how we could talk of sending people, as opposed to money, 
to bail the French out. When we start putting our men into Indo­
china. how long will it be before We get into the war? And can we 
afford to get into such a war?" Radford replied that "we already 
had a lot of men in Indochina now, though none of them in combat 
operations. Nevertheless, he insisted, we are really in this war 
today in a big way." Humphrey added that although he understood 
how serious the fall of Dien Bien Phu might be, "it could not be, he 
thought, bad enough to involve the United States in combat in 
Indochina." 

At this point Eisenhower took the position that even if the U.S. 
did not send American pilots, "we could certainly send planes and 
men to take over the maintenance of the planes." But Secretary 
Humphrey and Robert Cutler again expressed concern that such a 
mOve would be a step toward involving the U.S. in the war. Cutler 
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asked Secretary of State Dulles whether the use of U.S. planes 
might invite the French to "unload their military responsibility On 
the United States." Dulles said he did not think so, and Eisenhow­
er said that ". . . while no one was more anxious than himself to 
keep our men out of these jungles, we could nevertheless not forget 
our vital interests in Indochina." 

HUmphrey then asked whether the U.S. would intervene if the 
French were to withdraw and "turn the whole country over to the 
Communists." "The President replied no, we would not intervene, 
but that we had better go to full mobilization ... what you've got 
here is a leaky dike, and with leaky dikes it's sometimes better to 
put a finger in than to let the whole structure be washed away." 

Admiral Radford again referred to Dien Bien Phu, saying, 
" ... if we could put one SQuadron of U.S. planes over Dien Bien Phu 
for as little as one afternoon, it might save the situation. Weren't the 
stakes worth it? We were already in this thing in such a big way 
that it seemed foolish not to make the one small extra move which 
might be essential to success." Eisenhower suggested, referring to 
the CIA, that the U.S. could provide "a little group of fine and ad­
venturous pilots ... U.s. planes without insignia and let them go." 
This could be done, he added, "without involving US directly in the 
war, which he admitted would be a dangerous thing." Radford 
agreed. As the meeting ended, it was decided that the Defense De­
partment and the CIA would make a report to the NSC on meas­
ures the U.S. could take to assist the French. ,oa 

But this account of the January 8 NSC meeting, prepared by the 
NSC staff, may not tell the entire story. It would appear that the 
two alternatives posed in the Special Annex (whether or not to 
commit U.S. forces) were also discussed at the meeting. It would 
also appear that the withdrawal of the Special Annex may have 
been interpreted by the NSC staff to include omission in the notes 
of all discussion of the Special Annex that occurred during the 
meeting. According to Pentagon notes of the meeting cited in the 
Pentagon Papers, 10. "State and Defense were at considerable vari­
ance" concerning the two contingencies discussed in the Special 
Annex. "The State view considered the French poeition so critical 
already as ... 'to force the U.S. to decide now to utilize U.S. forces 
in the fighting in Southeast Asia.' The Defense representative re­
fused to underwrite U.S. involvement. He reportedly stated that 
the French could win by the spring of 1955 given U.S. aid and 
given 'improved French political relations with the Vietnamese 
... the commitment of U.S. forces in a "civil war" in Indochina 
will be an admission of the bankruptcy of our political policies re 
Southeast Asia and France and should be resorted to only in ex­
tremity.' He argued that every step be taken to avoid a direct 
American commitment." 

H"This report. submitted on January 15, 1954. generally called for incr1'asing support for the 
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The two persons referred to as spokesmen for State and Defense 
in this instance were Secretary Dulles, for the State Department, 
and Secretary of Defense Wilson. 

If this report of the meeting is correct, the Secretary of State was 
in favor, at least as of January 8, 1954, of using U.S. forces in Indo­
china, whereas the Secretary of Defense thought that "every step" 
should be taken to avoid such a direct commitment. What remains 
unclear is whether, if he took this position, Dulles was recommend­
ing the kind of involvement suggested by Radford and supported by 
Eisenhower, Or a more direct involvement. It is doubtful whether 
Dulles, who maintained a close relationship and consistency of 
viewpoint with Eisenhower, would have taken a position at vari­
ance with that of the President. 

The NSC met again on January 14, 1954, to discuss NSC 177 .10S 

Secretary Dulles said that if the French were forced to withdraw 
from Indochina, and the Viet Minh took control of the country, the 
U.S. should then seek to "carry on effective guerrilla operations" 
against the Communists. "We can raise hell and the Communists 
will fInd it just as expensive to resist as we are now fInding it." 
The President remarked that" ... he wished we could have done 
something like this after the victory of the Communists in China. 
Secretary Dulles answered that of course it was a grave mistake to 
have allowed the Communists the opportunity to consolidate their 
position in China. If we had made our plans in advance we might 
well have succeeded in keeping Communist China in a turmoil." 

Vice President Nixon said that while Dulles' idea "had merit," 
he doubted whether the Vietnamese could be recruited as guerril­
las. If the French left Indochina, however, he thought this might 
give the Indochinese "the will to fight," thus allowing the U.s. to 
become involved in training their soldiers. 

It was agreed that the CIA, working with other agencies and de­
partments, should develop plans for "certain contingencies in Indo­
china" along the lines proposed by Secretary Dulles. 

NSC 177 was then approved by the Council and renumbered NSC 
5405. In its flnal form 1 06 NSC 5405 was basically a rewrite of the 
Truman administration's NSC 12412, of June 1952, with much of 
the same language and provisions and no significant changes. AB it 
had in 1952, the NSC, Admiral Radford said, "sidestepped the ques­
tion, raised by the JCS, of what the United States would do if 
France gave up the struggle."l.' 

The Decision to Send U.S. A ircroft Technicians to Vietnam 
On January 16, 1954, Eisenhower set up a small group, which 

became known as the Special Committee on Indochina, to expedite 
U.8. aid to French forces and to analyze the situation and make 
additional recommendations for U.S. action. The group was headed 
by Under Secretary of State W. Bedell Smith, Eisenhower's Chief 

'O!FRUS. 1952-195-1, vol. XJll, pp. 961-964. 
!-liI\For the te-xt see vol. xn or ibid.; for excerpts or the major provisions see Ibtd., '>'01 KIll, 

py.97I:-9'76. On. August 6,1954, there was a fflport on NSC 5405. "Progress Repnrt on Unm:d State5 
Objecti"'"e8 and Courees of Action With lleepect tQ South.east Aaia." from the NSC's UperatlOf"IS 
C:OOrdio.at~ Board, now declassified in part. Sub6equent OC"B reports on SSC 54.05 on I.:.kttm­
beT 24, 19~, and July 11, 1955, are declassified in part A fflport on Marth 24, 19;).5 is ruHy 
dec1.as&ified. All are available at (he E.ieenhower Library. 

I'J1 From l'fud Harbor to \-'ietnam.. p 383. 
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of Staff during World War II, who had a close personal bond with 
the President. Other members were Allen Dulles (Director of the 
CIA), Roger Kyes (Deputy Secretary of Defense), Admiral Radford, 
(Chairman of the JCS), and C. D. Jackson, (a Special Assistant to 
the President). The President said that the group was to be "self· 
contained," and should operate outside the customary bureaucratic 
framework. (Specifically, "neither NSC nor OCB [Operations C0-
ordinating Board of the NSC] need be cut in on its delibera· 
tions. H

)108 

At the meeting of this special committee with the President on 
January 16, it was agreed that " ... a defeat in Indo-China could 
very easily be the prelude to real disaster for our side in the whole 
Southeast Asia area. Yet all are agreed that neither American dol­
lars, nor French gallantry, nOr American hardware, can achieve 
victory. The key to victory is dedicated participation on the part of 
native ... troops in the struggle." Despite this fact, the training of 
national armies was "precisely where things are going wrong in a 
big way." 

Eisenhower concluded the meeting by asking the group to devel· 
op not only a specific plan of action for Indochina, but an "area 
plan" for the general area of Southeast Asia in the event of losses 
in Indochina. As it turned out, this seemingly minor and almost 
routine proposal for developing an "area plan" was, in fact, of the 
highest importance in the evolution of the administration's position 
On Indochina. What it signified was the beginning of a shift from 
an emphasis on the critical importance of Indochina to emphasis 
on a wider framework within which the "loss" of Indochina or a 
part of Indochina could be justified and made politically acceptable. 
Although the President and his advisers obviously had not, at that 
stage, fully decided on the course of U.s. action, it appears that 
they were beginning to prepare for possible French withdrawal and 
a compromise settlement under which at least part of Indochina 
would become officially recognized as Communist-controlled. The 
other side of the coin would be that, in anticipation of this, the 
U.S. would seek to build a new collective defense system under 
which the remainder of Southeast Asia could be more readily and 
effectively defended after French withdrawal and a division of 
Indochina.' o. 

One very important clue to the shift taking place in the adminis­
tration with respect to Indochina Was contained in the testimony of 
Under Secretary Smith in an executive session of the Foreign Rela­
tions Commlttee on February 16, 1954. Although the members of 

'''FRUS, 1952-1954. vol. XIII, pp. 981-982, 986-99(l The Special C-ommittee on Indochina was 
the forerunner of the NSC Special Group lor 5412 C<lmmittee) established in March 1954 by NSC 
5412. which provided general authorization for the conduct of CO'.'ert activibe&. See ch. 6, p. 309 
below. 

H"Philip w. BonsaI, directl;)r of the State Department offic:e responsiblE .• for Indochina, Mid in 
a penlOnal letter to Ambass(ilior Heath on January 22, 1954. that the "area plan" was II "line of 
thought inrtuen~ to a ~ extent by Ambassador [Wilham J.] Donovan 8 ideas. ." Ibm. 
p, 994 Bonsai. as might be expected. may have seen only part of the picture; either that. or he was 
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the QSS, who had been appointed U.S. AmbaMad()r to Th.ailand in 1954, argued that the "loss" 
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Cave Brown, The wl Hero. Wild Brll Dol'l.Ot'ttn lNew York: Tin:ml Boob, 1982J, p. 822. 
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the committee were probably not aware of the significance of what 
he was saying-nor could they be, not being privy to the extremely 
sensitive, high-level executive branch deliberations on this sub­
ject1!Q-Smith signaled this shift of emphasis when he told the 
committee: 111 

Of course, the loss of Indochina to the Communists would set 
off political repercussions throughout Southeast Asia and else­
where in Asia which, in my opinion, would be extremely dan­
gerous to our national security interests. 

I have said to this committee, and I want now to retract the 
statement, that I thought of Southeast Asia as like one of those 
houses of cards that children build, and if you knock one of 
them out, the whole structure collapses. Well, I do not believe 
that now, that is, I am not prepared to and I would not say 
that now. 

I think that, even at the worst, part of Indochina might be 
lost without losing the rest of Southeast Asia. . .. 

One can think of the possiblity of an area defense pact which 
might include Thailand as the bastion, Burma and, possibly 
Cambodia .... 

Later in the hearing Smith even tipped the hand of the adminis­
tration on the action at the G€neva Conference later that year in 
dividing Vietnam at the 17th parallel, although again the commit­
tee probably did not understand the import of his comment. Speak­
ing of the work of the Special Committee on Indochina he said that 
the grou~ had begun to consider "the first possible alternative line 
of action' if the French were forced to withdraw, which would be 
"a kind of walling off of an area, and supporting native elements 
who are willing to be supported in the other part of the area.'"12 

On January 29, 1954, the Special Committee met to consider 
French requests for assistance, primarily planes and aircraft tech­
nicians. l13 (Meanwhile, a working group of representatives from 
State, Defense, the JCS and the CIA under the chairmanship of 
G€n. G. B. Erskine [Director of Special Operations, Office of the 
Secretary of Defense] had been established by the Special Commit­
tee to consider recommendations for further action.) There was a 
consensus in favor of providing the planes, but not on the request 
for 400 U.s. technicians. Admiral Radford thought that the French 
had not made a sufficient effort to find French technicians. Under 
Secretary of State Smith, however, favored sending at least 200 of 
those requested. Deputy Secretary of Defense Kyes was doubtful. 
"Mr. Kyes questioned if sending 200 military technicans would not 
so commit the U.S. to support the French that we must be pre­
pared eventually for complete intervention, including use of U.S. 
combat forces. General [Under Secretary 1 Smith said he did not 
think this would result-we were sending maintenance forces not 
ground forces. He felt, however, that the importance of winning in 
Indochina was so great that if worst came to the worst he personal-

I Hllt iJ, doubtful .. hether the nrde of those in the ewcutlve bnmch who were fully aware of 
this shift extended beyond Eisenho .. -er. Secretary Dulles, Cutler and the members of the Special 
Commitu:<e on Indochina 

I nSFRC Hill Mr., "'01. VI, p. 113. 
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Iy would favor intervention with U.S. air and naval forces-not 
ground forces. Adtniral Radford agreed." It was concluded that this 
was a matter that only the President could and should decide, but 
the Special Committee agreed that 200 uniformed U.S. Air Force 
teehnicians should be sent "only on the understanding that they 
would be used at bases where they would be secUre from capture 
and would not be exposed to combat." 

The group also agreed to send U.S. civilian pilots hired by the 
CIA, using planes from the CIA's proprietary airline, the Civil Air 
Transport (CAT), to assist French forces with air transport.'" 

At the recommendation of Allen Dulles, it was also agreed that 
Colonel Lansdale, who at that stage was one of the representatives 
of the CIA on the Special Committee, would be assigned to Saigon 
as one of five U.S. military liaison officers approved by General 
Navarre to work with the French. 

The group also discussed the preliminary draft of a paper from 
the Erskine working group on future courses of action. Admiral 
Radford said he thought the paper was " ... too restrictive in that 
it was premised on U.S. action short of the contribution of U.S. 
combat forces. He said that the U.S. could not afford to let the Viet 
Minh take the Tonkin Delta. If this was lost, Indochina would be 
lost and the rest of Southeast Asia would fall. The psychological 
impact of such a loss would be unacceptable to the U.S. Indochina 
must have the highest possible priority in U.S. attention." He sug· 
gested that when the paper was redrafted there should be two al· 
ternatives, one on using U.s. combat forces, and the other on not 
using such forces. Under Secretary Smith agreed. 

Later that same day (January 29), the President approved this 
recommendation of the Special Committee, and the technicians 
were dispatched immediately to Indochina.' I. The news that this 
was being done had already leaked to the press, however, and there 
was a strong reaction in Congress. Senator John C. Stennis (01 
Miss,), a respected conservative on the Armed Services Committee, 
wrote to Secretary of Defense Wilson on January 29 stating that he 
had " ... been impressed for some time that we have been steadily 
moving closer and closer to participation in the war in Indo-China. 
I am not objecting to any announced policy thus far, but a decision 
must soon be made as to how far we shall go. . . . It seems to me 
that we should certainly stop short of sending our troops or airmen 
to this area, either for participation in the conflict or as instruc­
tors. As always, when we send one group, we shall have to send 
another to protect the first and we shall thus be fully involved in a 
short time. 

U'A few we.eks later a ;,quadron of U.S. Air Foree C-1I9 transpo~. prunted ray, and 
manned by tWQ dozen CAT pilo.ts, began flying suppliCfJ into Dien Bien Phu On May , the day 
before the fortress fell, two. of these Americ.ans. James B. McGovern. known as "Earthquake 
McGoon." and Wallace Buford, were killed when their plane was hit by Communist gunfire and 
crashed nearby. 

For ~eneral reference ~ Christoph",r Robbins. AIr Am,qrl.('(1 TM StOry of the CIA s Secret Au' 
luti! '~ew York: Putnam, 1979). 
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"With consideration of our confirmed promises and assured obli­
gations in Europe. in the Pacific area. in Korea and elsewhere. and 
with consideration of our home defenses. I do not think we can at 
all afford to take chances on becoming participants in Indo-China," 

Judging from remarks by Srennis in the Senare a few days larer. 
to which further reference will be made. it would appear that the 
decision to send the rechnicians was made without any consulta­
tion with Omgress. and that Congress was informed of the decision 
only after the news stories appeared, Srennis said that no one on 
the Senare Armed Services Committee knew about the decision. 
and that "when it was learned that men from the Regular Air 
Force were not merely being considered for duty in Indochina. but 
had already been sent there. and that the original pro~ was to 
send 400 men. instead of 200-there was grave concern, '116 

On February 3. Eisenhower told Under Secretary Smith that con­
gressional leaders should be consulted before the rechnicians were 
sent to [ndochina. '17 Accordingly. Deputy Secretary of Defense 
Kyes and Admiral Radford met with the Senare Armed Services 
Committee. and probably also the House, (The transcripts of these 
meetings. which were held early in February 1954. have not been 
printed.) The proposal was not well-received, Senator Saltonstall. 
chairman of the committee, and the Republican whip in the 
Senare. reported in a meeting of Senare Republican leaders with 
Eisenhower on February 8 that "the Committee had been very 
loathe to agree to this involvement of US personnel.""· The com­
mittee objected. Saltonstall said, to sending uniformed Americans. 
and would not have the same objections to sending civilians, Eisen­
hower replied that he could understand the desire to avoid commit­
ting U.s, forces to Indochina, but that "he did see the need for car­
rying on a US program in regard to Asia. and he saw some merit 
in using this small project to serv" a very large purpose-that is, to 
prevent all of Southeast Asia from falling to the Communists," He 
cited the fall of the Chinese Nationalists and the problem the U,S, 
had experienced in not being able to send more equipment to the 
Nationalists because of their inability to maintain it, 

The President also commented that it would take time to recruit 
civilian mechanics. but that the French had been put on notice 
that they would have to increase their own efforts. and that the 
200 U,S, mechanics would be withdrawn by June 15, Saltonstall re­
peated that the assignment of the uniformed rechnicians to Indo­
china "could bring trouble with the Approp,riations Committee as 
well as the Armed Services Committee. . . , • 

What is the alrernative? the President asked, if the U,S, was 
going to "prevent our position in Asia from dereriorating further," 
He spoke of his "continuing belief in the use of indigenous troops 

II~CR. vol, 100, p 1552. For Stennis' lE-toor w Wilson. see Pp, DOD ed .• book 9. p. 239. Su~ 
que-ntly St.ennie said that at a meeting of th(' Armed Services Committee in early f'ebruary at 
which the administration testified about the ded.sl0n W send the t:.E<;hnicians, " every &>na· 
wr present e~cept on(' expressed gra"e oom::-ern and what was in ('freet strong disappro'ia1." eli, 
yol. 100, p. 29(}3. 

11 r Accordjng to the official Air Force hiEtory of the war, the u:<hnicians began LO be flown 
!nW Indochina on Februal"\< 5. 19~ See Robert F Futrell. The Adnror. Y.ears to 1965. The 
(jrured Slate; Atr FOTf:f! III Southrosl Asw lWashlngtor.. DC: Offict' of Air Force History. United 
States Air Foree, 1951 < p. 11. 
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in any Asian battles, with the United States providing a mobile r.,. 
serve for the overall security of the free world:' 11 9 "Yet he be­
lieved that exceptions had to be made until the time when indig ..... 
nous forces could be built up to an adequate point and they could 
be secure in the knowledge that the U.S. air and naval forces stood 
ready to support them." 

Agreement was reached that Republican congressional leaders 
would explain the need for the decision to send the 200 men, and 
the President, for his part, said he would use civilian mechanics 
after June 15 if U.s. assistance was still required. 

After the meeting, Eisenhower called Secretary of Defense 
Wilson to tell him about Saltonstall's concern. He reported Salton­
stall's opinion that there would be much less opposition in the 
Senate if the administration stated unequivocably that U.s Air 
Force technicians would be removed by June 15, and he told 
Wilson "to devise the necessary plan, even if it meant the hiring of 
technicians under the aid program to replace the air force techni­
cians in Indochina." 120 

On February 8, Senator Mansfield, saying that it was a matter 
requiring the "urgent attention of the Senate," warned in a Senate 
speech that there was a "swiftly developing crisis" in Indochina 
which could lead to a Communist victory or to U.S. military in­
volvement in another Korea'" He said that in his opinion "the 
French will not lose the war in Indochina," but if the French were 
forced to withdraw "the gateway of South Asia is op€n to the 
onward march of Communist imp€rialism." At the same time, he 
hoped there would not be a negotiated p€ace "such as the French 
hop€ for," and he was concerned about the possible division of Viet­
nam similar to the division that had occurred in Korea. "I should 
like to see a clear-cut victory, and then the States given complete 
indep€ndence, so that they would not lose their indep€ndence as 
soon as they had achieved it, under such circumstances as the Ko­
reans did." 

Mansfield approved the sending of the 200 technicians, calling 
this "a logical extension of a practice already underway," but said 
that he was concerned about possible U.S. military involvement in 
Indochina. "The only way to insure success in the struggles against 
communism in Indochina," he said, "is for the people of the Associ· 
ated States to put their shoulders to the wheel." 

Senate Majority Leader Know land and Armed Services Chair­
man Saltonstall agreed with Mansfield on the acceptability of the 
decision to send the technicians, and Know land asserted that there 
was no intention of sending U_S. ground forces to Indochina. 

The next day, February 9, Senator Stennis told the Senate of his 
concern that "step by step, we are moving into this war in Indo­
china . .. ,"lZ2 Ii. , • I am afraid," he said, "we will move to a 
point from which there will be no return." "I know the general ar­
gument is that we must stop communism in Asia," he added. "I 

II V~ote the parallel betw~n this position and that of the "Nixon Doctrine" In 1969. 
1 ~c Tht' Et8i!t/.hDl..i.'(!r Dw.ralL p 275 
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wish that were as simple and as easy of accomplishment as it 
sounds. 

H ••• should we get into war in Indochina," Stennis said, "it 
could result in involving us further on an enormous and, I believe, 
an endless scale." Those who favored such U.S. intervention, he 
said, "should consider the possibilities involved. They should advo­
cate a larger Army, the increased taxes which will be necessary to 
maintain it, and a call for more men each month under the Selec­
tive Service Act." 

Although administration leaders, including the President him­
self, asserted that there was no intention of using U.S. ground 
forces in Indochina, Stennis continued to feel that the presence of 
U.S. Air Force personnel in a combat rune could lead to further 
U.S. involvement. 

In early March there were attacks on or near air bases where 
U.S. technicians were working, and Stennis again told the Senate 
that "step by step and day by day, we are coming nearer and 
nearer to a fighting part in the war in Indochina." He added that 
Congress should participate in decisions such as that to send the 
technicians. "The members of Congress are the ones who will be 
asked to vote the money and draft the men if we become further 
involved in war." 

Stennis called for the removal of the technicians as soon as possi­
ble, or at least for their relocation to safer locations. He was chal­
lenged by Senator John F. Kennedy, who agreed that the techni­
cians should not have been sent to Vietnam, but argued that to 
remove them at that point would further weaken the resolve of the 
French and would undercut the U.S. position at the forthcoming 
Geneva Conference. (He agreed with Stennis that they could be 
moved to safer locations.) 

It is of interest to note Kennedy's comment about the Geneva 
Conference, which appears to have been identical to the position 
taken by the Eisenhower administration as well as by Mansfield. 

In April there is to be a conference at Geneva, in which the 
Communists undoubtedly will present to the French an attrac­
tive plan for the total withdrawal of French forces from Indo­
china, and a partition which I believe, would be the first step 
toward the seizure of complete control in that area by Commu­
nist forces. 

The position of the United States at Geneva should be that 
such an agreement should not be made, but that the war 
should be continued and brought to a successful conciusion. I23 

Asked at a press conference the next day about the possible mili­
tary involvement of the U.S. in Indochina, Eisenhower replied: 
" ... there is going to be no involvement of America in war unless 
it is a result of the constitutional process that is placed upon Con­
gress to declare it." 12. 

In passing, it is of interest to note that the Washington Post, in 
an editorial following Eisenhower's statement, disagreed with the 
President's position that he needed to have Congress' approval 
before using the U.S. armed forces in Indochina'25 

123For the remarks of Stennis and Kennedy see Ibid. pp 2902-2904 
120Publu: PafJf'ni of the Presuunt.s. Dwight D Eisenhower. 195-;., p 306 
lHWashlngtOI'l Post. Mar 12.19;">-4 
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The dedsion to send the 200 mechanics was raised again at an 
executive session of the Foreign Relations Committee On February 
16, 1954, at which Under Secretary of State Smith and Admiral 
Radford testified on the situation in Indochina.! 2. Smith said that 
the French had asked for 400 mechanics, but that "we would not 
give them 400, that is a little too much. You would not want to 
create in this country or in the minds of the Congress the impres­
sion that we were backing into the war in Indochina."! "But Sena­
tor Mansfield said that he had "every confidence in men like Na­
varre and Bao Dai and Cogny," and that he was "very glad that 
this Government is spending $1,200 million this year in Indochina 
... I will vote for another billion or more next year." He again 
said that he had "no concern" about the sending of the planes or 
the technicians. "When you send in B-26s you are just continuing a 
program long under way, and when you send in technicians, you 
are sending in a group in addition to a group already there, be­
cause part of the MAAG group has been working on this mainte­
nance program, so what has been done in effect is nothing new, but 
a continuation of old policy." 

Mansfield added, referring to criticism of the French, ". . . I 
hope that we will forget some of our ideas for the time being and 
recognize that the Frf-nch have serious problems in places like Mo­
rocco, and Tunis as well as internally in the Saar and in relation to 
Gennany."lZS 

In a similar vein, Senator Fulbright said he thought that 
" ... we, as a country, have often gone overboard in talking about de­
mocracy in countries such as this; what we need here is . . . a 
strong native leader who can rally the people .... " In the absence 
of such leadership, he said. "what we are going to be faced with is 
this interminable guerrilla warfare which never does stop." The 
war could not be won "by B-26s or any other kind of thing that we 
can put in .... " If Bao Dai was "not any good, we ought to get 
another one ... I am very strong I, in favor of your taking a 
strong lead," Fulbright told Smith. 'in trying to develop a really 
effective man . ... "129 

Concerning the military situation in Indochina, Admiral Radford 
spoke assuredly to the committee about the French position. and 
said that although the Viet Minh hoped to "scare" the French into 
making accommodations at Geneva. the likelihood of serious mili­
tary defeats had been "played up in the press far beyond the actual 
situation." This led Senator H. Alexander Smith to comment: 
"That gives me personally a great relief because I have been think­
ing since my trip there that. . . these stories were grossly exagger­
ated. The thing is working out . . . according to plan, and if Na­
varre can hang on and get support from Paris for the next 2 
years, . . . with our help. his plan may succeed. and they may 
clean this thing up." 130 

Two days later. February 18, 1954, Under Secretary Smith and 
Admiral Radford held a similar executive session briefing for the 
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Housel31 Smith repeated his comments about planning for a possi­
ble loss of part of Indochina, but there is no indication that the 
members of the House committee were any more aware of the sig­
nificance of his statements than the members of the Senate com­
mittee had been. 

Admiral Radford also assured the committee that the military 
situation was "satisfactory." He also said that there was "no 
danger" of the French being driven out of Dien Bien Phu, adding, 
"The Vietminh ... are not anxious to engage in a showdown fight, 
because their ammunition supplies are not large, and a great deal 
or it is homemade."132 

On May 11, 1954, four days after Dien Bien Phu fell to the Com­
munists, the Foreign Affairs Committee met in executive session 
with Secretary Dulles to consider the situation in Indochina. At the 
end of the meeting, which had involved considerable soul ..... arch­
ing, Representative Burr P. Harrison (DIVa.), said he would like to 
close the meeting with a quotation, and proceeded to read back 
Radford's reassuring words of February 18. 

The U.S. Prepares for Negotiations, and for War? 
From January 25 to February 18, 1954, the Foreign Ministers of 

the United States, Britain, France, and the Soviet Union met in 
Berlin, and agreed on a five-power (their countries plus China) in­
ternational conference in Gf!neva beginning on April 26, to deal 
first with Korea and then with Indochina. The U.S., as was indicat­
ed earlier, had been strongly opposed to broadening the Gf!neva 
Conference to include Indochina, but the F,..~nch were adamant, 
and they were supported by Britain. In his report to the NSC on 
February 26, 1954, Dulles said, " ... if we had vetoed the resolu­
tion regarding Indochina, it would have probably cost us French 
membership in the EIlC [EUropean Defense Community] as well as 
Indochina itself." , 33 

From his position on State's Policy Planning Staff, Edmund A. 
Gullion, formerly in Saigon, prepared a long memorandum on Feb­
ruary 24 on the prospects for Indochina negotiations in which he 
concluded, "We and M. Bidault are both embarked upon a slippery 
slope.")" The French, "beguiled by the prospects of a compromise 
peace," would not be inclined to continue waging the war; Congress 
and the public would question the provision of aid; the Vietnamese 
would be fearful of partition or a coalition government. Examining 
several possible outcomes, Gullion said, "'-"'hile it is true that the 
partition formula would offer the vague hope of later improve­
ments in the Asia or world situation, it would be considered as the 
ultimate sell-Qut by most Vietnamese. After a period in which all 
of Vietnam on both sides were broken down into many warring 
groups with divergent interests, the whole population on both sides 
would settle down for a century of effort, if need be, to throw out 
whoever was trying to hold them apart." 
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Gullion added, "We, not the French, would probably be the prin­
cipal sufferers if we are held responsible for a multilateral parti­
tion of Indochina, completely losing what credit we have remaining 
in Asia, It might be better, if such a catastrophic settlement must 
be made, that the responsiblity be borne by the French alone and 
be undertaken in direct negotiations with Ho Chi Minh," 

Gullion's conclusion was that the "loss of Indochina would be 
much more menacing to the free world than the loss of Korea," 
and that "we should try to persuade the French that the war 
should go on, using whatever inducements we can," If the French 
decided to withdraw, which he did not think they could or would 
do, ". . . I should recommend not a compromise peace . . . but an 
internationalization of the war under the UN, with the participa­
tion of US forces, if necessary, recognizing that the Chinese might 
retaliate massively." 

Philip W. Bonsal, State's Office Director for Southeast Asia, who 
had been named head of the Working Group on Indochina prepar­
ing for the Geneva Conference, recommended on March 8, 1954, 
that unless the President's statement on February 10 opposing U.s. 
military involvement in Indochina was going to be taken as the 
fInal word on that subject, the U.S. should be ready to consider 
such action: 135 "If, at any time in Geneva, there is any prospect 
that an offer of U.S. support, air, naval or even ground forces to 
supplement the Franco-Vietnamese military effort will cause the 
French to refuse to capitulate, we must be in a position to make or 
not to make such an offer as a result of a fum U.S. policy decision 
at the highest leveL" 

Gullion generally agreed with Bonsal's recommendations, but in 
a memorandum on March 10 he questioned the proposal that the 
U.S. should be ready, if necessary, to offer U.S. forces to assist the 
French in Indochina."· ". . . I fear that we simply cannot make 
that promise. We have been progressively moving away from it 
during the period of the 'linking' of Korea and Indochina as 'two 
fronts On the same war'; the enunciation of the 'New Look' with 
reliance on atomic weapons; the formulation of the 'disengagement' 
policy, and the declaration of a resolve not to become involved in 
the war, forced upon US by Congressional clamor over the deploy­
ment of a few technicians to Indochina." "If US forces were to be 
engaged," he said, "I believe that the prospects of success would be 
greater, and the chances of Congressional support greater if it were 
put on the basis of a new deal; i.e., a collective operation." 

Meanwhile, policymakers in Washington continued their efforts 
to support the French while also keeping the U.S. role under con­
stant review. On February 10, President Eisenhower, obviously re­
sponding in part to congressional comments, stated publicly his op­
position to becoming militarily involved in Indochina: ". . . no one 
could be more bitterly opposed to ever getting the United States in­
volved in a hot war in that region than I am . _ . I cannot conceive 
of a greater tragedy for America than to get heavily involved nOW 
in an all-{)ut war ... particularly with large units."'" 

13f>Ibid .. p. 441. 
J U ll.w1., p. 447. 
{3tPublu Papers o[tht' Presuknts. Dwtght D Eisenhower. 1954, pp. 200, 253 
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On February 11. the NSC met again. Allen Dulles reportOO that 
Viet Minh forces were moving south from Dien Bien Phu into Laos, 
and that a "frontal attack" on Dien Bien Phu "appeared unlikely." 
He said that General Navarre "remains convinced of the soundness 
of his plan. and saw no reason why he should not achieve a victory 
in 1955." There was some discussion of the increasing discourage· 
ment of the French. which prompted the President to remark that 
", . the mood of discouragement came from the evident lack of a 
spiritual force among the French and the Vietnamese. This was a 
commodity which it was excessively difficult for one nation to 
supply to another.""· 

In another personal letter to Ambassador Heath on February 12. 
Philip Bansal tried to interpret for Heath the mood in Washington. 
He reportOO on the work of the Special Committee and the Erskine 
subcommittee. of which he was a member, in their search for ways 
to bolster French Union forces and to stiffen the French will to 
continue fighting. "All this soul-searching." he told Heath. "has 
been conducted in an atmosphere of intense public and Congres­
sional interest. There have been leaks galore: leaks about planes; 
leaks about mechanics; leaks about O'Daniel [who was being con­
sidered as the new MAAG Commander in Saigon] and about the 
Special Committee. Most important, there has been a leaking of 
pessimism and a lack of confidence in French generalship and in 
French intentions." " ... there is extreme skepticism in the Penta­
gon," he added, "with regard to French intentions and capabilities 
. . , it is believed by many that the war will not be won unless 
somehow American brains and will power can be injected in deci­
sive fashion in view of French inadequacies in strategic planning 
and offensive spirit.""9 

But as Washington pushed for a more active military role in as­
sisting the French, the French pushed back. General Navarre 
fitmly rejected any advisory role for General O'Daniel or the U.S, 
MAAG, as well as the suggestion that U.S. personnel assist in 
training Indochina troops, thus freeing French training officers for 
combat. HO 

Navarre also continued to insist that French forces Were not 
threatened at Dien Bien Phu. On February 21 he told Heath that 
"Dien Bien Phu is a veritable jungle Verdun which he hopes will 
be attacked as it will result in terrific casualities to the Viet Minh 
and will not fall." 141 

Some Members of Congress. however, continued to worry about 
the situation. On February 24, Secretary Dulles gave the Foreign 
Relations Committee a report in executive session on the Berlin 
Conference'·2 He said that the U.S. could not have prevented the 
inclusion of Indochina in the peace talks without causing the fall of 
the Laniel-Bidault government. which he said was "the best gov­
ernment that I can see that we could have in France, when you 
combine both the importance of EDC and the importance of Indo-



166 

china," But he added, "We, the United States, I can guarantee to 
you, will not go into that conference with any obligation to stay 
there and it will not be bound by anybody's vote than its own, and 
we will be in a position to exert a considerable degree of power be­
cause of the extent to which the French are dependent, certainly to 
carry on the struggle, upon our military aid, , . ," 

Despite earlier testimony by U ndeT Secretary Smith that a 
division of Vietnam was one possibility, Dulles rejected the idea: 
", , , a territorial division would cut the area in two, something 
comparable to Korea, [and] would be a disaster for the free peoples 
there because it would throw the bulk of the population and the bulk 
of the economic strength under Communist controL" He said that 
there was no ", , , acceptable result there short of a military 
defeat of the organized forces and forcing them into a position of 
having a guerrilla operation comparable to what has been going on 
in Malaya for a number of years now, which could be dealt with by 
the native forces, , . ," 

Moreover, he told the committee. "there will probably not be any 
m~or or anything like decisive engagements during the remaining 
2 months of March and April of the fighting season," and all the 
French had to do, therefore. was to "hold on, hold on for 2 
months," and by the next fighting season (beginning in the fall of 
1954, after the end of the rainy season), French forces, augmented 
by national armies, could go on the offensive, He admitted that this 
was a "very rosy prospect," and that there was room for doubt, but 
that it was a result worth pursuing. But he seemed to have difficul· 
ty with the obvious ambivalence that such a picture represented: "I 
think there is a chance-I certainly would not want-there is a 
probability, but a fair, perhaps, an even, chance that during this S­
month lull there will be a sufficient development and a sufficient 
increase of their will to fight, and. perhaps. a willinguess on the 
part of the Chinese Communists to stop aiding them," 

Most of the members of the committee accepted Dulles' testimo­
ny, but two Senators, Humphrey and Gillette, had serious reserva­
tions. Gillette said, "I think our position relative to Indochina is 
unsound, illogical and untenable, , , ." Humphrey said that the 
testimony given the committee by Under Secretary Smith. Admiral 
Radford, and Dulles, was inconsistent and conflicting, and he did 
not think that "anybody seems to have any plans whataoever about 
Indochina. . . ." He said that at the Geneva Conference "the odds 
of getting anything very constructive toward the cause of the free 
nations, , . is very, very limited," and that the U.s. should not 
look at Geneva as a "great opportunity." 

Humphrey was also concerned about U.s. plans in the event the 
French decided, during the Geneva Conference, that they were 
going to withdraw from Indochina, Given the position of the ad. 
ministration on the importance of Indochina, what was the U.S. 
plan of action if this occurred? ", . , we just do not have any plan," 
he said. Senator Mansfield, however, replied that he thought U.S. 
policy in Indochina had been "sound to date, and the reason we do 
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not know what to do in the future is that no one can find that 
answer at the present time." 1 4 3 

Senator Horner E. Capehart lR/Ind.l, a newly appoinUld member 
of the committee, said that if Indochina was more important than 
Korea, as Dulles had SUIted, ". . . then what are we waiting for 
now? . . . if we were justified in going to war in Korea are we jus­
tified in going to war in Indochina?" 

The subject of U.s. recognition of Communist China was raised 
by Senator Knowland, who was opposed to recofPlition. Fulbright 
commenUld that it would be a "great misUlke' for the U.S. to 
freeze its position on that subject, or for Congress to force the ad­
ministration into the position of opposing any change in U.S. policy 
toward recognition. He thought that there might be a possibility at 
some future date of a split between the Russians and the Chinese 
which the U.S. might want to exploit by recognizing the Commu­
nist People's RepUblic of China. 

During the first week of March 1954, there were new and reas­
suring reports on the military situation in Indochina. Harold Stas­
sen, Director of the U.S. foreign aid agency (Foreign Operations 
Administrationl, who had just returned from Asia, reported to the 
NSC his " ... strong feeling that the military situation in that 
area was a great deal better than we had imagined. Indeed, he had 
found the French actually hoping for a major enemy attack be­
cause they were so confident that they would crush it."I44 And in 
Paris, U.S. Senators Styles Bridges lR/N.HJ and Stuart Symington 
(DIMoJ, both members of the Armed Services C-ommittee (Bridges 
was also a Senate Repuhlican leader and chairman of the Appro­
priations Committee). met with French Defense Minister Rene 
Pleven, who had just returned from a trip to Indochina "more opti­
mistic than when he left on military situation but more pessimistic 
on political picture." In the course of the conversation. Symington 
asked Pleven's opinion about the possible use of U.S. carrier-based 
planes armed with tactical nuclear weapons. "Pleven said he would 

I Uln conjunctIOn v.ith the rorth<:o~ing ~neva Conferen('1J, it i5 of interest to note that In 
jete March Senator George suggested that there should be bipartisan oongre:saional support for 
Dulles al Geneva, and DullC$ then considered lnVltlng N'rtain Members of Co~ to attend 
the Conference, He had previously asked George to go with him to Berlin, but George had re­
rUBed. 

Thrw;ron Morton, Astlistant Secretary of State for CongressIOnal RelatIOns, told Dulles that 
George probably would refu.se also to go to ~nenl "Morton said there should be a talk WIth 
George and [LyndonJ John.'\On so we don't just take Green. They agreed Wiley Wlll want to go­
The Sec, said Nixon SlUd to him it would be a mUltake if Wiley .'ent They thought [Bourke B: 
Hickenlooper would be good as he is more coll.SiPn·ati ... ~mavbe bolh would go." EUienhower Li­
brary, ''''Telephone CODveTSation v."th ML Morton." Mar 25, 19;'H, Dulles Papers. Telephone 
Calls Series. ihereafter cited 8.$ Dunes Tel('phone Calls Seriesl. 

Dulles then talked to Vioo PreSident Nixon, and related to Suon hIS conv(,f"6.!:I.tion with 
George. He told Nixon that although Ge<trge was In favor of having ~ernbers of O:mgres5 attend 
the meeting, Knowland. ,tha Republican leader in the $ena!(' I was opposed.. saying that he 
"can't a1ford to let anyone go." Duties said he had asked George to speak to know land, bur that 
George WlllS not inclined U) do so. 
~aon said that "Wiley and Green would be a burden and a risk. and not to takli' them" 

Dulles agreed. sa}ing that Wiley, '"will not adequately rep~nt the Senators' ',"lewpomt who 
are interested in the ,'at East Gre<:n is no help nor will Wiley be when we get back," 

Dulles and Sixon agreed that H, Alexander Smith and r'ulbright would be good chokes The 
problt'm, of course, '0\'8.6 that they .'ere outrdnked by Wiley and Smith, Dulles Telephone Calb 
SeTlf'$, Mar 29, H}(,4 

The matter was finally resolved on April 1U. when Dulles told Knowland that be was not 
askmg any Mt'mber- of C()ngres.s to go to Gem,,\·a because of KnoY<iand's preference that he not 
do so, "althoogh he Imagined George was not too happy" Knowland .ephed that he ··ralkiXi 
with the leadersbip and they agree." [QuI.. Apr HI, :954 

)HFRUS, 19,;~;H954. vol XUt p 1093 
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prefer to have Secretary say at Geneva that Chinese planes flying 
over IC [Indochina] would be met by US Air Force. When Syming­
ton returned to subject of atomic bombs, Pleven stressed lack of 
suitable targets." '45 

On March 11, Under Secretary of State Smith, on behalf of the 
Operations Coordinating Board (OCB) of the NSC (the purpose of 
the OCB, composed of representatives of the departments and agen­
cies on the NSC, was to integrate the implementation of NSC deci­
sions), having approved it, sent the President a report from the 
Special Committee on Indochina "on a program for securing mili­
tary victory in Indochina short of overt involvement by U.S. 
Combat Forces .... "146 In this report, prepared by the Erskine 
subcommittee, the Special Committee repeated the position taken 
in NSC 5405. "Indo-China is considered the keystone of the arch of 
Southeast Asia," it said, "and the Indo-Chinese peninsula must not 
be permitted UJ fall under Communist domination. This requires 
the defeat in Indo-China of military and quasi-military Communist 
forces and the development of conditions conducive to successful re­
sistance to any Communist actions to dominate the area." To do so, 
the report recommended increasing military assistance to French 
forces; strengthening the U.S. military mission in Indochina, espe­
cially for training Indochinese troops; providing U.S. personnel, 
"on a voluntary basis," to serve with French forces without loss of 
citizenship; developing a psychological warfare program to combat 
Communist propaganda and to provide, among other things, infor­
mation designed to strengthen nationalist organizations and indige­
noW! leadership while also recognizing the sacrifice of the French. 
The report stated that such a program, if completed promptly with 
the help of the French, could result in victory without the use of 
U.S. forces. But if the French did not cooperate, or if the military 
situation should "deteriorate drastically,' the U.S. "may wish to 
consider direct military action in Southeast Asia to ensure the 
maintenance of our vital interests in the area." In that event, the 
report said, " ... an area concept including Malaya, Thailand, 
Burma, Indonesia and the Philippines, as well as Indo- China, 
would appear essential." 

The report stressed, however, as had previous U.S. Government 
reports on the problem in Indochina, that "The key to the success 
of military operations continues to be the generation of well· 
trained, properly led indigenous forces effectively employed in 
combat operations against the Communist forces in Vietnam." It 
also stressed, as had previous reports, that "Such success will ulti· 
mately be dependent upon the inspiration of the local population to 
fIght for their own freedom from Communist domination and the 
willingness of the French both to take the measures to stimulate 
that inspiration and to more fully utilize the native potential." 

On March 11, the Special Committee submitted to the NSC a 
supplemental report prepared by the Erskine subcommittee on the 
"Military Implication of U.S. Negotiations on Indo-China at 

l·~fbld., p. 1()9(}. 
i4~This was part 1 of a two-part ""port. A supplementary posl.tion paper dealing wlth EO 

longer,rangt' policy toward Indochina, including the u.se of U.S. forces. was submitted on March 
17, and part Z Wai submltted on April ,5 Th~ wlll bE> dt$('~ below For tht'" text of thf' 
"larch 11 report S€(; [but. pp l1O)'O-ll t 6 
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Geneva,"U' which recommended that the U.S., Britain, and 
France reject the various proposals for negotiating an end to the 
war (a cease-fire, a coalition government, partition of Vietnam. and 
"free elections"), and if France accepted any of these alternatives 
" ... the U.S. should decline to associate itself with such a settle­
ment and should pursue. directly with the governments of the As­
sociated States and with other Allies (notably the U.K.). ways and 
means of continuing the struggle against the Viet Minh in Indo­
China without participation of the French." It al"" recommended 
that the NSC "determine the willingness" of the U.S. to use Ameri­
can forces in such a continuation of the struggle in order to bring 
about "the direct resolution of the war." It further recommended 
that the NSC " ... take cognizance of present domestic and inter­
national climate of opinion with respect to U.S. involvement and 
consider the initiation of such steps as may be necessary to ensure 
world-wide recognition of the significance of such steps in Indo­
China as a part of the struggle against Communist aggression.n 

These recommendations by the Special Committee followed close­
ly the position taken by the JCS in a memorandum to Secretary of 
Defense Wilson on March 12.146 The proposals of the Special Com­
mittee and the JCS were then discussed at an NSC meeting on 
March 25, as will be seen. 

During the latter part of March and the first part of April 1954, 
the Army continued to study the question of U.S. armed interven­
tion in Vietnam. including the possible use of atomic weapons. On 
March 25 and April 8, studies by the Army G-3 Plans Division con­
cluded that atomic weapons could be used in a number of ways to 
help the French defend Dien Bien Phu. "Both studies concluded 
that the use of atomic weapons in Indochina was technically and 
militarily feasible and could produce a major alteration in the mili­
tary situation in favor of the French, turning 'the entire course of 
events in Indochina to the advantage of the U.S. and the free 
world. If the act occurred before the Geneva Conference. that Con­
ference might never be held: "149 Army and Air Force intelligence 
officers questioned the effectiveness of using atomic weapons at 
Dien Bien Phu or elsewhere in Indochina, however, and the Army's 
G-3 Office of Psychological Warfare warned that even if the use of 
atomic weapons were effective militarily. there would be serious 
adverse repercussions on the international reputation of the 
United States. and on existing alliances_ 

Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway. Chief of Staff of the Army, and Lt. 
Gen. James M. Gavin, Army Assistant Chief of Staff, G-3, were not 
persuaded by the arguments in favor of using atomic weapons, and 
Ridgway ordered another study of U.S. intervention'SO "This time 
the planners concluded that any form of military action by the 
United States in Vietnam would be ill-advised. Intervention with 
UB. air and naval units operating from bases outside Indochina 
would probably lead to committing ground troops, would entail a 
diversion of American air resources in the Far East. might prompt 

IHlbid.. vol. XVI. pp_ 475-479. This n!port is also reprin~ Ul PP, Gravel ell, vol. I. pp. 451-
454. 
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retaliatory Chinese air attacks on American aircraft. or even full· 
scale Chinese intervention, and would still not provide sufficient 
power to achieve a military victory over the Viet Minh. Using air· 
craft based inside Indochina .would have the same disadvantages 
and would also require a substantial logistical buildup and commit· 
ment of U.S. ground forces to provide security for air bases. Inter· 
vention by ground troops . would necessitate calling nine Xa· 
tional Guard divisions into federal terms of service, extending 
terms of service for draftees. and resuming immediately war pro­
duction of critical items. Until the newly mobilized divisions could 
become fully effective, a period of seven to nine months, the 
Army's strength and readiness in other areas of the Far East and 
in Europe would be seriously weakened"'" 

The JCS Joint Strategic Plans Committee, using plans developed 
by the Ar:ny, concluded, however, that Viet Minh forces could be 
successfully attacked and destroyed in six months by seven divi· 
sions, "whether U.S. forces particpated or not."'52 

The Battle of Dien Bien Phu Begins 
On March 14, 1954, Ambassador Heath cabled the State r",part· 

ment,'53 "The long expected Viet Minh attack on Dien Bien Phu, 
the 'Verdun' which the French military command threw up in the 
'Thai country' in northern Indochina early last winter, began last 
evening at 6 o'clock [March 13, in Washingtonl, according to Am· 
bassador [Maurice 1 Dejean who returned from Paris yesterday 
morning, . Dejean is confident that the French will be able to 
hold Dien Bien Phu because of the strength of its fortification" and 
its fire-power and inflict heavy losses on the attackers. Everything 
indicates th'lt the Viet Minh will make a resolute attempt to take 
Dien Bien Phu,. Xot only does Dejean think the French wi!! 
hold Dien Bien Phu but he regards the Viet Minh decision to 
attack it as evidencing elements of desperation and weakness." 

At the weekly NSC meeting on March 18, CIA Director Dulles 
had reported that the French had about a 50-50 chance of holding 
Dien Bien Phu. '54 The President remarked that, given the situa­
tion, "it was difficult for him to understand General Navarre's ear· 
lier statements hoping that he would be attacked by the enemy at 
Dien Bien Phu since he was sure of defeating them." Allen Dulles 
responded that ". the pessimistic French reports from Saigon 
might be designed as a build·up to exaggerate the extent of their 
final victory." Secretary of State Dulles noted that he had warned 
Bidault that the Communists might attack French forces as prepa· 
ration for making a strong showing at the Geneva Conference, and 
that "This was precisely what had happened." 

!~;lbtd". p. ::!t', 
nZlbui. p 2f1f' Spector, who gives additional deullis on the proposal. adds: "TIus plan-never 

lrnpremf'nted-appeared to take httle cogniutnce of the underlying causes of French failures As 
the French ~xperiPnce had demonstrated. captunng key h2.ses and mterdicting lines of C'ommu, 
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On March 20, Gen. Paul Ely, (Chief of Staff of the French Joint 
Chiefs of StaID, arrived in Washington, at Admiral Radford's invi­
tation, for discussions of the military situation in Indochina. These 
began with a private st.ag dinner for Ely that night at the quarters 
of Admiral Radford, which was also attended by Vice President 
Nixon, General Ridgway, Douglas MacArthur II, who was an assist­
ant to Secretary of State Dulles, and CIA Director Allen Dulles.!SS 
Ely admitted, in response to a question from Nixon, that the 
French were tired of the war, but he said that the French Govern­
ment "was determined not to capitulate to the Communists." A 
major defeat at Dien Bien Phu, however, could have "serious ad· 
verse effects" on the French public, and hence on the position of 
the Government. But even if the Communists were to take Dien 
Bien Phu, they would win only a political victory, while suffering a 
military defeat as a result of the high rate of Viet Minh casualties 
that would OCcur. 

On March 22, Ely and Radford talked with Eisenhower. There is 
no record of that discussion, but Ely later said that Eisenhower had 
told Radford, "without seeming to set limits, to furnish us with 
whatever we needed to save the entrenched camp."'" 

Ely then talked with Secretary of State Dulles on March 23, with 
Radford also present. Ely said that the French were concerned 
about possible Chinese intervention, and he asked Dulles whether, 
if the Chinese sent jet fighter planes into Indochina, the U.S. Air 
Force would come to the defense of the French.!·' Dulles. said he 
could not answer that question. and added: 

I did, however, think it appropriate to remind our French 
friends that if the United States sent its /lag and its own mili· 
tary establishment-land, sea or air-into the Indochina war, 
then the prestige of the United States would be engaged to a 
point where we would want to have a success. We could not 
afford thus to engage the prestige of the United States and 
suffer a defeat which would have worldwide repercussions. 

I said that if the French wanted our open participation in 
the Indochina war. I thought that they ought also to consider 
that this might involve a greater degree of partnership than 
had prevailed up to the present time, notably in relation to in· 
dependence for the Associated States and the training of indigo 
enous forces. 

After talking to Ely, Dulles sent a memorandum on the conver­
sation to the President (quoted above),' s, and on March 24 he tele­
phoned the President to discuss the matter further. According to a 
memorandum of that conversation, "The President said that he 
agreed basically that we should not become involved in fighting in 
Indochina unless there were the political preconditions necessary 
for a successful outcome.'! 1:>9 

That same day (March 241. Dulles returned a phone call from 
Radford. who wanted to tell Dulles how frustrating his talk with 

lUlbw... pp 1137-1140. 
IlI'Quoted by Spect.or. AdL'lO!! and Support. pp. 193-194. See alS() FRUs.. 1952-195 .. t vo!. Xlll, 
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Ely had been, and how little progress they seemed to have 
made. ' •o " ... we must stop being optimistic ahout the situation," 
Radford said. "The Secretary [Dulles) said we must do some think­
ing on the premise that France is creating a vacuum in the world 
wherever she is. How can we fill that vacuum? One fellow is trying 
[i.e., the Communists]. The decision in this regard is one of the 
most important the US has made in a long time . . . pending a 
clarified political situation we might step up activities along the 
[Chinese] coast and from Formosa and also deal more directly with 
the Associated States. 

"The Secretary said the French situation is deplorable. He men­
tioned EDC and also Germany and said we may have to think of 
cutting loose on our treaties with France. 

" . The Secretary said he talked with the President-we must 
stop pleading, etc. and we must have policy of our own even if 
France falls down. We could lose Europe, Asia and Africa all at 
once if we don't watch out." 

For his own part, Radford reported that Ely "made no significant 
concessions in response to suggestions which would improve the sit­
uation in Indo-China," and that Ely had emphasized the problems 
he was encountering in dealing with the U.s. "Americans acted as 
if the United States sought to control and operate everything of im­
portance," Ely said, among other things, according to Radford, and 
"The United States appears to have an invading nature as they un­
dertake everything in such great numbers of people." 

This was the conclusion Radford drew after his meetings with 
Ely: ", .. I am gravely fearful that the measures being undertaken 
by the French will prove to be inadequate and initiated too late to 
prevent a progressive deterioration of the situation in lndo-China. 
If Dien Bien Phu is lost, this deterioration may occur very rapidly 
due to the loss of morale among the mass of the native population. 
In such a situation only prompt and forceful intervention by the 
United States could avert the loss of all of South East Asia to Com­
munist domination. I am convinced that the United States must be 
prepared to take such action,"l.! 

At this point, (March 24), Ely was asked to remaln an extra day. 
There had obviously been a decision, at least by Radford, to carry 
the discussion one step further. The two men met on March 25, 
and reportedly discussed a possible U.S. airstrike on Dien Bien 
Phu. ' •• According to Radford, Ely asked him what the U.S. would 
do if the French needed assistance at Dien Bien Phu, Radford said 
he replied that this would have to be decided by the President, who 
had committed himself to consulting with or securing the approval 
of Congress before involving the U.S. directly in the war. He said 
he added, however, that " .. , if the French government requested 
such aid and our government granted it, as many as 350 aircraft, 

lIta[bul .. p 11.')l. 
16'1011:1.. p. 1159. and PP.. 000 00" book 9, pp. 283. 285, 
IUA plan for such I:'l1'J airstrike, called "Operation VAUT'OUR (Vl.'LTUREr by the French, 

had apparently been developed in Indochina by French and U,S. military person.neL See Meh-in 
GurtO\" The First Vte11Ulm Cnsis INew York. Columbia L'fllversity Press, 1967), pp, SO, 188. 
Plans were also being develoi)e'd in Washington, as was indicated above. See alS() Spector. AduUT 
and SUfporl. pp 204.-207. A I'OCent book Qfl this. subject. John ?rados, Th£ Sk:;. Would F(lll, Qper­
atwll hllUN' TM U.S, &mbirtg Ml&&ton UI IndocluntJ, 1!J5.1 {New York: Dial Press, 19831, !.S a 
tendentious and superfiCial account whIch adds \'ery little to the eXlSting literature 
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operating from carriers, could be brought into action within two 
days," Ely, according to Radford, said that his government was "so 
fearful of provoking the Chinese that he would not hazard a guess 
as to whether his government would ask for our help to save Dien 
Bien Phu," ,.3 

Radford said that his comments were in the nature of an offer 
and nothing more, but Ely stated in his memoirs that Radford told 
him he would push for the plan, and believed he had the Presi­
dent's support, I •• 

Before Ely left Washington, he and Radford initialed a minute 
on their discussions, as follows: ,. 5 

In respect to General Ely's memorandum of 23 March 1954 
[in which Ely explained French concerns about Chinese inter­
vention and asked for clarification of the U.S. position J, it was 
decided that it was advisable that military authorities push 
their planning work as far as possible so that there would be 
no time wasted when and if our governments decided to oppose 
enemy air intervention over Indo-China if it took place; and to 
check all planning arrangements already made under previous 
agreements between CINCPAC and the CINC Indo-China and 
send instructions to those authorities to this effeet, 

In a draft of this minute prepared by Ely there had been an addi­
tional paragraph which Radford refused to agree to, and which was 
not in the final version of the minute initialed by the two men, 
which stated: "There was complete agreement on the terms of Gen­
eral Ely's memorandum, dated 23 March, dealing with intervention 
by US aircraft in Indochina in case of an emergency, it being un­
derstood that this intervention could be either by Naval or Air 
Force units as the need arisee, depending on the development of 
the situation." 166 

a'Frvm Pearl Ha.rbor to Vwotnam, p. 394. Radford's statement wail baaed on the ex.isting oper­
ational capability of the U,S. to launch such an attack. An Attack Carrier Striking Group !Task 
Group 70.2J had been alerted on March 19 to take up a parition off the 0088l of Indochina. and to 
be prepared to eany out offensive operaliotUl on a 3-hour notice. On March 22 the Group WM 
told to prepa.re to attack Communist foret'S at Dien Bien Phu if eo ordered. but the French wen! 
not to be wld that these preparatioM ~re being made, Edwin BiekIord Hooper, Dean C- Allard. 
and Oec:ar P. Fitzgerald. "I'M SetUng of the Stage kJ 11SS, The United States Navy and the Viet­
nam Coofliet. vol. 1 (Washington. D,C.: Naval H.istoTy Division, Department of the Navy, 1976), 
p.247. 

IMGUrtov. pp. 80, lSS. 
I &&Tbe History of the Joint Chiefs or Staff, 1"he Jotnt Chitj7J of staff and the War in VU'fJWIn. 

Histcf"y of lite lrul.ot:hJ1UJ /ru:idenf. 13.40-1954. vot 1 {Wilmington, Del.: Michael Glazier, 19821. 
p.373, 

I u,ll:rid, p. 3738. 



CHAPTER 4 

RATl'LING THE SABER 

From late March 1954 until the end of the Geneva Conference in 
July, the Eisenhower administration undertook a series of moves 
aimed at holding the line in Geneva and in Indochina and prepar­
ing for the expanded post-Geneva role of the US., while maintain­
ing good relations with the French and political support at home. 

Once again it is important to recall the context in which U.S. 
policy toward Indochina was being formulated. Although tension 
between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R had eased somewhat aft.er the 
death of Stalin in February 1953 and the cease-fire in Korea in 
July 1953, the perception in Washington was that under the new 
leadership (Georgi Malenkov, who became Premier in 1953, and 
Nikita Khrushchev, then the Secretary General of the Communist 
Party, who became Premier in 1956), the goals of Russian foreign 
policy would generally remain the same, even though there might 
be changes in style and in tactics. The prevailing view was that the 
new Russian leaders might be less inclined to resort openly to 
force, but were more determined to establish Russian influence in 
other countries, especially "less-developed" countries like the Ass0-
ciated States which were faced with serious internal problems. 

Despite these first signs of what became known as "peaceful co­
existence," there was also no apparent slackening in Russian mili­
tary preparedness, even aft.er the U.S.S.R successfully tested a hy­
drogen bomb in the summer of 1953. and thereby achieved more of 
a parity with the U.S. in the development of thermonuclear weap­
ons. Thus, in the U.S. and other NATO countries it was considered 
important to continue strengthening Western military defenses, 
and to complete the establishment of a defense "community" in 
Western Europe which would include a rearmed West Germany. 

On the other hand, U.S. perception of the intentions and goals of 
the Chinese, which constituted the other international major factor 
in the Indochina situation, had changed very little since the period 
of Chinese intervention in the Korean war. China was still consid­
ered by U.S. policymakers to be a direct threat to other countries 
in Asia, especially Southeast Asia, whether through intimidation, 
subversion, or direct military action, and it was assumed that the 
U.S. should take the leadership in preventing the Chinese or the 
"Communist Bloc" (Russia and China), as it was then called, from 
expanding their territorial control in Asia. In the U.S. itself, there 
was still a very strong and vocal political faction, the "China 
Lobby," which was opposed to any conciliation of China under the 
conditions then prevailing, and was pushing for a firm stand by the 
U.S. at the Geneva Conference. 

These were some of the major factors affecting the formulation 
of U.s. policy toward Indochina during the spring and early 
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summer of 1954, as the Eisenhower administration sought w com­
bine the end of the Korean war with the securing of acceptable 
terms for concluding the First Indochina War. 

Toward the end of March, as the French struggled w maintain 
their position at Dien Bien Phu, and General Ely arrived in Wash­
ingt<Jn w reqllest additional U.S. assistance, the administration de­
cided that the time had come to enunciate a position designed to 
help it w achieve the purposes it was then pursuing; a position 
that would at one and the same time avoid unilateral U.S. military 
involvement, as well as remove some of the stigma of French colo­
nialism from any multilateral military action in which the U.S. 
might decide to become involved; bolster the French in Indochina 
and in Geneva, as well as with respect w the European Defense 
Community; act as a deterrent w the Communists by creating un­
certainty as w U.S. intentions, and thereby create an incentive for 
the Communists w be more amenable w a reasonable settlement in 
Geneva; and avoid insofar as possible the domestic political costs of 
either getting too involved militarily or agreeing to a settlement 
that would be deemed w be too soft. 

The administration also wanted to facilitate the establishment of 
a Pacific pact, or South Asia NATO as some called it, which could 
provide the multilateral framework for defending Southeast Asia 
after the Geneva settlement. 

A concept was needed that would be concrete enough to be effec­
tive and vague enough w be flexible, as well as providing a way of 
rationalizing and justifying future decisions. The answer, deceptivi!­
Iy ,simp,le and appealing in its wording and tone, was "united 
action. 

Efforts to create uncertainty in the minds of other nations, how­
ever, frequently create uncertainty at home as well. Thus. the ad­
ministration's use of united action to keep the Communists guess­
ing about possible U.S. military moves also created concern in Con­
gress and the public. As the guessing game was being played, espe­
cially in April and May 1954, there were numeroUS rumors of war 
circulating in Washington in conjunction with various White 
House or State Department meetings on Indochina attended by 
congressional leaders. One episode in particular, a meeting of con­
gressional leaders with Dulles and Radford on April 3, 1954. has 
since been singled out as an example of action by Congress that 
supposedly prevented the Executive from going to war.' Upon 
closer examination, it appears that this was not the case. While it 
wanted Congress' support, perhaps even in the form of a resolution, 
the administration was using the threat of intervention to achieve 
the diplomatic goals it was pursuing. 

Even though Eisenhower and his associates had decided to avoid 
U.S. military intervention, and to work toward a post-Geneva ar­
rangement by which to defend Southeast Asia from further Com­
munist expansion, they also faced contingencies that might necessi-

l'\'l?an; ]a:.er, AdmuaJ RadIord admitted In his mf>mOlr'S that Eisenhower had b«n right in 
supporting united actlQr.. and that he IRadfQrd! had hopen wrong in advocating unilaleral action 
in the absence of agt'1l!ftmt'ht on multilateral action From JWJ.rl HnrOOf ta Vietnam, p 449. He 
addE'!d,·· . whethe-r. had our conditions been met and had we j,,:erve-ned, ..... 10' would have- been 
su~ful It! dt'feating the Communlst$ I am not !'lure 1 ret-I that we would have- continued to 
encounrer great problems 1fl gel!lng along wuh the Frt'nch" 
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tate charges in that general approach. If the French had succeeded 
in winning at Dien Bien Phu, there might have been less pressure 
for their withdrawal from Indochina. This, in turn, might have 
stengthened the existing French Government and its position at 
the Geneva Conference. However, it might also have affected the 
behavior of the Chinese, who might have responded to any crush­
ing defeat of the Viet Minh by increasing their Own assistance, or 
even intervening in the situation, If the Chinese intervened in 
force, there was little doubt that the U,S, would retaliate against 
China itself, probably with nuclear weapons, 

A mOre likely contingency, however, and one which the Eisen­
hower administration was particularly concerned about, was that 
the French would be defeated at Dien Bien Phu, and the Commu­
nists would then attempt 10 drive the French out of Indochina. 
There was general agreement among U.S. policymakers, beginning 
with the President himself, that this could not be permitted 10 
happen, and that the U.S. would have to intervene with its own 
forces if necessary to prevent such an outcome. Even in the event 
of this exigency, however, Eisenhower envisioned a united action 
response, if only in the form of joint participation by U.S. forces 
and those of the Associated States, together with whatever help 
might be provided by the French and other U.S. allies. 

The U.S. Announces the United Action Concept 
The genesis of the united action concept is not entirely clear, but 

the idea of acting through a multilateral framework had many dif­
ferent roots, including the suggestions from Congress, beginning as 
early as 1949, for developing a Pacific pact. The Eisenhower admin­
istration itself, based in part on Eisenhower's personal views and 
preferences, had started moving in this direction, particularly after 
it became apparent that the Indochina issue would be negotiated in 
Geneva, which could lead 10 French withdrawal from the area. 

The concept was announced On March 29, 1954, by Secretary of 
State Dulles, who said that Communist control of Southeast Asia 
would be a "grave threat," and that this threat should be met by 
united action. 

Beginning at least a week before the speech, the administration 
had developed bipartisan congressional backing for the announce­
ment. 

Although the documentary record is weak, and the direct evi­
dence is therefore not entirely conclusive, it would appear that the 
decision to take the united action approach was made by President 
Eisenhower, with the advice of Secretary Dulles and Admiral Rad­
ford (Chairman of the JCS), On Sunday, March 21, 1954, following 
the meeting on Saturday night, March 20, of Radford and others 
with General Ely, Commander of French Union forces in Indo­
china. This can be deduced from the fact that on Monday, March 
22, at 8 a.m., the President, Dulles and Radford met with a selected 
group of Republican congressional leaders, apparently for the pur­
pose of getting their tentative approval of united action, and from 
the fact that on Sunday, March 21 at 12:16 p.m. there had been a 
White House meeting with the President attended by Dulles, Rad­
ford. Secretary of Defense Wilson, Allen Dulles, and Douglas Mac-
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Arthur II." which it can reasonably be assumed was held for the 
purpose of discussing united action (including approval by Con­
gress) prior to further conferences with General Ely, and at which 
presumably it was agreed to hold the meeting with congressional 
leaders the next morning. 

At that meeting with Republican leaders on March 22, Eisenhow­
er, Dulles, and Radford briefed what the State Department's histor­
ical series calls "a restricted number of unnamed leaders" of Con­
gress on the situation in Indochina. These were probably the top 
Republican leaders of the House and Senate, drawn from the 
larger Republican leadership group (8-10 leaders usually attended) 
that met at 9 a.m. that morning for the regular Monday legislative 
conference with the President. <Following the 8 a,m. meeting. 
Dulles invited senior Republicans on the foreign policy commit­
tees-Wiley. Smith and Vorys-to meet with him at 5 p.m. that 
evening at the State Department. "to discuss something discussed 
this morning at the White House re Indochina.")' There are no of­
ficial records of this March 22, 8 a.m. meeting except for a short 
mention of it in the diary of James C. Hagerty, the White House 
Press Secretary.' However, in two other sources there is corrobo­
rating evidence that the meeting was held, and that it was held for 
the purpose of getting a preliminary and tentative reaction from 
Republican leaders to the decision to respond to the situation in 
Indochina under the concept of united action. 

The first of these sources is Admiral Radford. who said in his 
memoirs that "with encouragement from the President, Mr, Dulles 
reviewed with congressional leaders the situation in Indochina and 
possible American actions. He told them the administration was 
considering a public call for united (free world) action and would 
appreciate their endorsement,'" 

The second source is Louis L. Gerson's biography of Dulles as 
Secretary of State, in which there is this statement: "At the sug­
gestion of the President he [Dulles] reviewed for Congressi{)nal 
leaders the situation in Indochina and possible American action. 
He told them the administration was considering a public call for 
united action in Indochina and would appreciate their endo~ 
ment." Moreover, according to this source, the congressional lead­
ers present at the meeting responded favorably to the idea, and 
this led to a memorandum on this subject by Dulles which was ap-

2'This informauon on the March 21 meeting !:aIi been proVIded by the staff of !he: E\.Senhower 
Library. which says that "No subject of the rneeung is given and we have found no record of th(o 
conversation," Letter to CRS from John E. Wickman. Director. Apr. 1. 1982 It is also of interest 
that Arthur Summerfield. then the POI5tmaster General, and previow;ly chairman of thl? Repub­
lican National Commit~, attended the meeting. His presence is further confirmation of the 
fact that one of the points discussed at the meeting was; how to handle the matter with Con· 
gr-esa, and probably to do 50 outside the normal White House or departmental congrnssiona11iai. 
son channels, 

'Dulles' telephone conversaLlOns with Wiley, Smith and Vorys. Mar 22, 1954., Dulles Tele­
phone C.allt; Series. The Eisenhower Library ha.s net located any further information on or 
records of this 5 p.m. meeting, Letter mCR.'5 from .1ohn Wldunan, Aug. It 1982. 

"FR,(}S. 1952-1954, ' • .oL xn!. p. 1140. The Eisenhower Library :r'1tports that there is no mention 
of such a meeting in the President's appointment mcorcl.s. Letter to cas from John Wickroan. 
Apt. 1, 1982. 

'From. PearllIaroor t(} Vietnam. p. 396. Although Radford's melnOln; seem to have been writ­
ten on t:ht' a&S.umption that this meeti"lg with congressional leaders oct'urred tiller Dulles mEt 
witb Ely on Match ZJ, he does not seem tQ be referring to the meeting of April 3, which .trat. the 
next known m....eting with co~ional leaders, and therefore w01Jld appear to be referring to 
the ml"El'ting of March 22 
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proved by Eisenhower and by congressional leaders of both parties, 
The memo was then submitted to ambassadors of allied countries, 
and was incorporated in Dulles' speech on March 296 

The foreign policy committees of Congress, or at least some mem­
bers of those committees, were also consulted prior to Dulles' 
March 29 speech, Dulles himself said subsequently that he had dis­
cussed the speech with members of the committees, as well as with 
other Members and leaders of Congress,' 

Based on these sources, it Can be assumed not only that the con­
cept of united action was discussed at the meeting of March 22 
with Republican congressional leaders, but also that between 
March 22 and 29 it was discussed with leaders of both parties in 
Congress, by members of both foreign policy committees of Con­
gress, and by major U.s. allies. 

During this time, the question of U,S, military intervention, 
raised by the Special Committee on Indochina and by the JCS a 
few days previously, was discussed at some length at the regular 
NSC meeting on March 258 Although the President continued to 
critici,"" the military judgment and decisions of the French relative 
to the battle of Dien Bien Phu, and appears to have rejected any 
thought of using U ,So forces in that battle, he also seems to have 
been increasingly more determined to prevent the fall of Indo­
china, and to use U.s. forces, if necessary, in order to do so. In re­
sponse to a suggestion from Secretary of Defense Wilson that the 
U,S. "forget about Indochina for a while" and concentrate on estab­
lishing a Pacific pact, "The President expressed great doubt as to 
the feasibility of such a proposal, since he believed that the col­
lapse of Indochina would produce a chain reaction which would 
result in the fall of all of Southeast Asia to the Communists," 

In considering U.S, intervention, the President said that al­
though he understood the reluctance of the French to take the 
issue to the U.N" "he himself did not see how the United States or 
other free world nations could go full-out in support of the Associ­
ated States without UN approval and assistance." Although there 
would be opposition to such a move from some countries, especially 
if the appeal came from France, he thought that there was a pos­
siblity the U.N. might intervene "if Vietnam called for assistance 
and particularly cited Chinese Communist aid to the rebels," 

~L::lUie L. (kl"S()O, .10h71 Fos/.P:>r ChILIes.. The American Secretaries of State and Their Diploma-
9'. vol XVll cNpw York Cooper SoJuare. 19671, p. 158. ~rson's authoritative- study was support­
ed by inU!rviews and Bocess to official papers, iSee also Dulles' speeCh on May 7, 1954. FRUS, 
[952-1954, voL XVI. p i23 t Sou> that Radford and Gerson's statements 8.1l! almost identical 
Either Radford used Gerson. who published earlier. or both were quoting (rom an unpublished 
memo 

;cf. FRUS, 1952-1;;&1, vol. XIl.l, pp. 14i6, 14i~. 1;;17, and HFAC HI$. Ser., vol. XVIU, p. 131 
The printed records of the two committees do nQt contain any relerences to such consultations, 
Vo'uh the possible exception of a brief d:iscusslon of Indochina that occurred during an executive 
sessIon of the HoU&e Foreign Affairs CommittE on Marcb 23, 1954., dealing with another sub­
ject See HFAC His. &T .. .... oL XVl. pp_ 505-510. See, howe\<"'er, the remarks of Representati\'e 
Thomall J 'DOOd IDt({Jnn."' in CR. vot 100, p. 4748, and the prior exchange between Dodd and 
Dulles in HFAC HM &r, vol. X, pp. 425-426. In this same exchange, Dulles noted that he 
talked to one Democratic Senator (Waiter George!. It is not known what other Senate Demo. 
-crats or congressional Democratic leaden were consulted Dulles subsE'!qlli?ntly stated that his 
consultation WIth the House Foreign Affajrs C.ommit'tOO did take place at the meeting on M ... rr:h 
Z;:l- See FRUS. !g52:-I!t.~. yoL Xl1L p 1917 

"FRUS. 1952-l954. vol xm. pp ~163··1l~ 
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He added, "in any case ... he was clear that the Congress would 
have to be in on any move by the United States to intervene in 
Indochina. It was simply academic to imagine otherwise." 

Secretary Dulles commented that the Attorney General "was 
presumably preparing an opinion with respect to the prerogatives 
of the President and of the Congress in the matter of using U.S. 
military forces to counter aggression, and he hoped that the Attor­
ney General would hasten completion of his report,'" whereupon 
the President suggested " ... that this might be the moment to 
begin to explore with the Congress what support could be anticipat­
ed in the event that it seemed desirable to intervene in Indochina." 
Dulles, however, said that "a lot more work" was needed before the 
executive branch would be ready to discuss the subject with Con­
gress. Moreover, "the fighting season in Indochina would end soon, 
and he believed would end without a clear military decision." At 
this stage, he said, the Communists were "seeking a political 
rather than a military victory .... " Thus, there was adequate 
time for the U.S. to secure U.N. backing. Dulles suggested that the 
NSC should consider the larger question posed by the diminished 
role of France as a world power: 

We are witnessing, said Secretary Dulles, the collapse or 
evaporation of France as a great power in most areas of the 
world. The great question was, who should fill the void left by 
the collapse of French power, particularly in the colonial 
areas. Would it be the Communists, or must it be the U.S.? 

He said that the NSC Planning Board should also consider the 
fact that the U.S. could not replace the French in Indochina "with­
out estimating the repercussions in other parts of the world." 

It was agreed that the Planning Board would make recommenda­
tions prior to the Geneva Conference on " ... the extent to which 
and the circumstances and conditions under which the United 
States would be willing to commit its resources in support of the 
Associated States in the effort to prevent the loss of Indochina to 
the Communists, in concert with the French or in concert with 
others or, if necessary, unilaterally." These, it should be noted, 
were the recommendations that had been suggested by both the 
JCS and the Special Committee. 

President Eisenhower again reflected on how the U.S. might in­
tervene through united action. It might be done through an ex­
panded ANZUS Treaty he said. (The ANZUS Pact, established in 
1952, was a mutual defense treaty between the U.S., Australia and 
New Zealand.) Whatever the mechanism, the nations agreeing to 
assist with such an effort could then intervene under the auspices 
of the U.N., or through treaties between each of the countries and 
Vietnam. "This latter offered the United States a good chance," he 
said, "since we could in all probability get the necessary two-thirds 
majority vote in the Senate on such a treaty. There was the added 
advantage, continued the President, that this procedure avoided 
solely occidental assistance to Vietnam . . . of one thing at least he 
was absolutely certain: The United States would not go into China 
[sic]-probably should be Indochina] unless the Vietnamese wel­
comed our intervention." 

~See below, p. 211. for further dlBCusslon of thIS report 

31-430 ~ 84 - 13 



180 

Later that same day CVlarch 25), Dulles returned a telephone call 
from Radford, who reported that the military were looking into 
French requests for additional aircraft, but that "there would be no 
commitments." "The Sec. agreed. The total implications involve 
such a commitment. The Sec. said he would not like to see us do it 
until we had bettar assurances from the French that we can work 
effectively together." 10 

On March 27, Dulles gave Eisenhower the draft of the speech he 
proposed to make on Indochina and on the United Action concept 
on March 29. Eisenhower approved it after changing only a few 
words. Dulles then called the State Department's press officer, Carl 
W. McCardle (Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs), to 
tell him that the President had approved the speech. Dulles also 
told McCardle that "Bowie [Robert R. Bowie, Director of State's 
Policy Planning Staff] thinks the country will not be willing to go 
along with a tough program. McC. said it has to. Bowie said we 
may have to compromise. The Sec. said if it won't go along on a 
strong policy, it won't go along on appeasement. Neither policy is 
popular-we better take the one that is right. The President 
agreed-though the Sec, said he is not as critical." 

Dulles and McCardle also talked about an appointment Dulles 
had made to see Senator George later that day. "The Sec, said he 
was going to tell him about the speech so the Democrats could not 
say they were not advised." 11 

On March 29, the President and the Vice President met with Re­
publican congressional leaders at the weekly leadership conference. 
and according to Nixon's memoirs, which is the only available ac­
count by a participant of this aspect of that meeting, Eisenhower 
told them " .. that if the military situation at Dien Bien Phu 
became desperate he would consider the use of diversionary tactics, 
possibly a landing by Chiang Kai-shek's Nationalist Forces on 
China's Hainan Island or a naval blockade of the Chinese main­
land. Very simply, but dramatically, he said: 'I am bringing this up 
at this time because at any time within the space of forty-eight 
hours, it might be necessary to move into the battle of Dien Bien 
Phu in order to keep it from going agalnst us, and in that case I 
will be calling in the Democrats as well as our Republican leaders 
to inform them of the actions we're taking: "12 

That same morning Dulles called Representative Judd to thank 
him for sending a copy of the report on his 1953 trip to the Far 
East, which he said he took into account in preparing his speech to 
be delivered that night. During the conversation, Dulles said he 
was not hopeful about Dien Bien Phu, and Judd said he was not 
either. Dulles added that the President was more optimistic than 
he was. I 3 

That night, in a speech to the Overseas Press Club in :">lew York 
on "The Threat of Red Asia," Secretary Dulles announced united 
action. I " 

lOFRUS, 1952-1954, vol XlII, p. 1168. 
II Dulles Telephone Calls Series. 
I~Rlchard ;.,"txon. R..V .. The MemOIr'S of RIChard NIXon I~ew York: Gl"OS8et and Dunlap, Ht1S" 

p. 1·S1 
" IlDulles Telephone CaIL~ Series. 

HFor the text of the speech see Ckpc.rtment of Stow Bullehlt, Apr 12, 1954 
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Under the conditions of today, the imposition on Southeast 
Asia of the political system of Communist Russia and its Chi­
nese Communist ally, by whatever means, would be a grave 
threat to the whole free community. The United States feels 
that that possibility should not be passively accepted but 
should be met by united action. This might involve serious 
risks. But these risks are far less than those that will face us a 
few years from now if we dare not be resolute today. 

This speech, which was made at a time when there was growing 
concern in Congress and the public about the situation in Indo­
china and about possible administration plans for U.S. military 
action, provoked a number of questions in Congress about what 
Dulles' language was intended to mean. In the Senate the next day 
there was a brief discussion of Dulles' speech generated by remarks 
of Paul H. Douglas (D/III'), who supported the administration, in 
which several Members expressed uncertainty about the situation, 
and urged the administration to provide more information to Con­
gress. There was no opposition to Dulles' statement, however, and 
the tone of the discussion indicated that there was broad support in 
Congress for the position enunciated in the speech." 

Senator Knowland called Dulles to congratulate him on the 
speech. "The Sec. said it would make plenty of trouble in certain 
quarters. The British and the French are very unhappy. But the 
Sec. said he had to puncture the sentiment for appeasement before 
Geneva. They [Dulles and Knowland) agreed it needed to be 
said.Hu 

Senator H. Alexander Smith noted in his handwritten diary for 
March 29, "Went to Dulles' at 6:15 p.m. Dulles showed me his 
speech on Indochina and Red China which he will give tonight. It 
is very stiff but it stands up as I believe it should. It will probably 
upset the British and French, but they should come along and 
stand by us. If we are firm Russia will have to yield." 17 (The 
Smiths had Mrs. Dulles to dinner, after which they watched the 
speech. Smith said, "It was fine.") 

In his press conference on March 31, Eisenhower was asked 
whether united action meant that U.S. troops might be used in 
Indochina. Eisenhower evaded the question, saying that each case 
would have to be judged on its merits, but once again he expressed 
his own reservations about the use of U.S. forces in such a situa­
tion: ". I can conceive of no greater disadvantage to America 

I~See CII. vol. 100, pp . .t2Q'i-4212" On Au,gust 2. 1954, Dunes sent a memorandum to {he P~i· 
dent suggesting the publkation of a statement about French requests for US. intfJrventlon wd 
U.S, effort!; to gain support for united action. Such a publicauon, he said. ' . would have the 
adt'(ll'ltagt of dispelling generally u~pted rumors such as thE< Cnited Sla~ proj;lO:5('d an air 
strike to sa .. -e Dien BiE<n Phu, and the British vetoed it. The sta~ment would have disadtu1t· 
tages. It might reopen controve-rsy between BritAin and Fr8Jlce .... PErrha~ more important is 
that It gives the CommunistB a 'case study' of how we opera~ in matters from the standpojnt of 
OUr own Constitution and our desire not to 'go it alone' This m1ght tempt them in the future W 
try to make some close ctUculattonll-perhaps miscakulations~to our disadvantage" FRUS. 
1952·1954. vol. X1ll, p. 1899. 

Th .. PTesident ~ that such a statement might be useful fit wns also noted that leading 
members of the two rongTeS$iontll foreign potic}, committees were also interested in getting such 
a statement.! Ibid., p. 1914. 

The Brit18h and French appl"OVed the statement. but in a memOl"1llldum to the President on 
August Z.a, 19iH, Dunes suggested that it should not be published. since publie:etion would "arti· 
ficially stimulate OOntrmiersy that has subsided." IbuL. p 19i7. The President ~ 

lfDuUt'6 Telephone Calls &tries. 
! 7Princeton University, H. A.fOunder Smith Papers, Dlary. 001282. 
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than to be employing its own ground forces, and any other kind of 
forces, in great numbers around the world, meeting each little situ­
ation as it arises." I 8 

In another action on March 29, the NSC executive secretary re­
leased for the use of the Planning Board the highly sensitive Spe­
cial Annex to NSC 177 (NSC 5405) which had been recalled on Jan­
uary 8, setting forth alternatives for the U.s. in the event the 
French withdrew from Indochina'· 

The administration also put on a quickly-organized public rela­
tions campaign to sell Congress and the public on united action. 

Richard Rovere of the New Yorlu!r wrote in early April that 
the Secretary of State was conducting "one of the boldest cam­
paigns of r,olitical suasion ever undertaken by an American 
statesman. ' Congressmen, political leaders of all colorations, 
newspapermen and television personalities were being "round­
ed up in droves and escorted to lectures and briefings on what 
the State Department regards as the American stake in Indo­
China." Were that area to be "lost," the color charta showed 
that "Communist influence" would radiate drastically in a 
semicircle outward from Indochina to Thailand. Burma, 
Malaya and far down across the South Chlna Sea to Indonesia; 
the briefing officers listed strategic raw materials that would 
accrue to Russia and China and thereafter be denied to the 
free nations; if America should fail to save the day, the pros­
pect was faltering resistance to Communism in the whole 
Asian arc from India to Japan. On the basis of both his public 
and off-the-record remarks to the press, Dulles was represented 
as believing that "we should not flinch at doing anything that 
is needed to prevent a Communist victory"; indeed if American 
moral and material support should prove unable to hold the 
French in line, "then we ought to commit our own forces to 
the conflict.'" 0 

Meanwhile, the position of French forces in the battle of Dien 
Bien Phu was becoming mOre critical, and on March 30-April 1 the 
Viet Minh successfully assaulted the central bastion known as 
"Five Hills, although the French then regained some of that 
area."2l In Washington, Admiral Radford polled the Joint Chlefs 
on March 81 as to whether the U.S. should use its air power to 
assist French forces at Dien Bien Phu. Of the five members of the 
JCS, only Radford was in favor of doing so. Gen. Matthew B. Ridg­
way, Army Chief of Staff, took the position that the question was 
improper, and that because the advice of the JCS had not been re­
quested by a "proper [civilian] authority," any recommended action 
would be "outside the proper scope of authority" of the JCS, and 
would "involve the JCS inevitably in politics." 

On April 1, Radford again posed the question, but this time he 
asked what the position of each member would be if requested by 

lSPuhllC Papers at thR /Tr$uUrlts. Dwight D. EisenhoM!r. 1954. p. 366. 
uFRUS. 1952-1954. vol. xm. p. 1182. At that time, the ae:siBtant to the r'epregel1tative or the 

CIA on the Planning Board l'Robert Amory) Was WiUiam P. Bundy. who pJayed a leading role in 
Vietnam poucy:m.aJcing during the Kennedy and John.9on adminlJitrations. 

'ilTowruend Hoopes., TIu: DetlJi aM John FO$ur Dulle1 ,Boston; Little, Brown, 19'73), p. 212. 
Footnotes have been omitted, 

H For this and other 8.Sp0ect6 of the battle gee Bernard B. Fall. Hell In Il Vt'Ij' Snt411 PllWe 
IPhiladelph.ia: J, B Lippincott, 19(iit 
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"proper [civilian] authority." The response was the same: by 4-1 
they rejected the proposal to intervene. 

Later that day the NSC met, and Admiral Radford pointed out 
the seriousness of the situation at Dien Bien Phu." The President 
responded by again questioning the military judgment of the 
French, but he added that because of the situation the U.S. had to 
consider whether to intervene. He said he understood that, except 
for Radford, the JCS opposed an American airstrike. But the ques­
tion of intervention, he added. was "a question for 'statesmen: and 
while . . . he could see a thousand variants in the equation and 
very terrible risks. there was no reason for the Col!ncil to avoid 
considering the intervention issue." 

Secretary Dulles asked whether there was anything that the U.S. 
could do in time to save the garrison. Radford replied that if the 
decision were made to use U.S. planes, an airstrike could be con­
ducted the next day. At this point the President, obviously not 
wanting to discuss this sensitive issue with the full Council, said 
that he wanted to discuss the matter further with "certain mem­
bers of the National Security Council" in his office after the meet­
ing of the NSC had concluded. 

Unfortunately, the State Department reports that it has been 
unable to find any record of that subsequent meeting,"' but in 
Dulles' records of his telephone conversations that afternoon there 
is the following information:" 

At 2:27 p.m., Dulles informed Attorney General [Herbert) 
Brownell that something fairly serious had come up after the 
morning NSC meeting. Dulles was working on it with Legal 
Adviser [Herman] Phleger. Dulles indicated that if there was 
to be a meeting with Congressional leaders the following day, 
he would like to have something to show them. At 2:54 p.m .. 
Dulles informed the President that he was going ahead with 
arrangements for a Congressional meeting on the following 
day. He would have a draft to show the President in the morn­
ing. At 3:05 p.m., Dulles told Admiral Radford that he was 
going ahead with the meeting and had confirmed the matter 
with the President. Radford pointed out that time was a factor, 
that the President might be criticized for not doing something 
in advance should a disaster occur. It was agreed that a meet­
ing would be held on Apr. 2 if feasible. otherwise on Apr. 3. 
Secretary Dulles said that it was necessary to consider meth­
ods for restraining the Chinese Communists by means of air 
and sea power. Dulles and Radford agreed that Congress must 
be convinced that the job which the Administration wanted to 
do could be done without sending manpower to Asia. 

It is possible only to speculate as to what happened at the April 
1 meeting that took place after the NSC adjourned, and what 
Dulles was referring to when he told the Attorney General that 
"something fairly serious" had come up after the NSC meeting, but 
it would appear that Eisenhower, Dulles. and Radford (Secretary 

UFRUS. 1952-1954. vol. XIII. pp :20>1202. 
uJbld .. p 1202. fn 3 
'Hlbtd The Eisenhov<f;r Library has not located any addltlQnai information on the Dulles­

Brownell OOrrvet'SllttDn. J..,.;:.tter to CRS from John Wickman. Aug 11. 1982. 
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Wilson may also have attended) agreed that Congress would have 
to be consulted about possible U.S. intervention at Dien Bien Phu, 
and that "something fairly serious" was in reference to the draft­
ing of a resolution by which Congress could authorize such inter­
vention. 

Another piece of information further supports the proposition 
that as of April 1 Eisenhower may have been considering the pas­
siblity of an airstrike at Dien Bien Phu, but one that would be 
covert rather than public. White House Press Secretary Hagerty 
reported that at a luncheon that day Eisenhower said to two close 
publisher friends that the "US might have to make decisions to 
send in squadrons from 2 aircraft carriers off coast to bomb Reds at 
Dien Bien Phu-'of course, if we did, we'd have to deny it for­
ever.' "25 (How a covert plan would square with a request to Con­
gress for a resolution is not clear. This may have been one aspect 
of the "fairly serious" matter that had arisen in the meeting.) 

The next day, April 2, Eisenhower met with Secretaries Dulles 
and Wilson and Admiral Radford, and Dulles presented the draft of 
the congressional resolution. Eisenhower read it, and said (to quote 
from Dulles' memo of the meeting) ". . . it reflected what, in his 
opinion was desirable. He thought, however, that the tactical proce­
dure should be to develop first the thinking of congressional lead­
ers without actually submitting in the first instance a resolution 
drafted by ourselves."2. Dulles said that was his intention, but that 
"he had put the matter down at this point in resolution form so as 
to be sure that we ourselves knew what it was that we thought de­
sirable." He added that there might be "some difference of ap­
proach" between himself and Radford that should be clarified 
before the meeting with congressional leaders. "Mr. Dulles said 
that it was his view that the authority which we sought was de­
signed to be a deterrent, and to give us a strong position with 
which to develop strength in the area by association not merely 
with France and the Associated States, but also with Thailand, In­
donesia if possible, the UK (Malaya), the Philippines, Australia and 
New Zealand ... he felt it very important from the standpoint of 
congressional and public opinion that adequate participation in any 
defensive efforts should be made by these other countries." 

Dulles said that Radford, on the other hand, wanted to use the 
resolution in connection with an immediate airstrike. 

Surprisingly, Radford replied that while he had been thinking of 
a strike at Dien Bien Phu, he now felt that "the outcome there 
would be determined within a matter of hours, and the situation 
was not one which called for any US participation." He said that 
although he had "nothing specific now in mind," later events in 
Indochina might call for U.S. intervention. 

Secretary Wilson's interpretation was that the congressional res­
olution "was designed to 'fill our hand' so that we would be strong­
er to negotiate with France, the UK and others." Dulles agreed. 

The operative paragraph of the proposed joint resolution read as 
follows:27 

Z~Ibld .. p. 120-4 
H/bui. p. 1210. 
2; IbId. p. 1212 
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That the President of the United States be and he hereby ~ 
authorized, in the event he determines that such action is re­
quired to protect and defend the safety and security of the 
United States, to employ the Naval and Air Forces of the 
United States to assist the forces which are resisting aggres­
sion in Southeast Asia, to prevent the extension and expansion 
of that aggression, and to protect and defend the safety and se­
curity of the United States. 

The proposed resolution referred only to naval and air forces, 
and not specifically to army ground forces. Naval forces can in­
clude marines, however, and depending on the interpretation of the 
other provisions of the resolution, army ground forces could be au­
thorized by the language about preventing the extension and ex­
pansion of aggression, andlor in protecting and defending the 
safety and security of the U.S. 

By contrast, the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin (Southeast Asia) Resolu­
tion'· passed bi,' Congress at the request of President Johnson, did 
not "authorize' action by the President. Its lan~e was very 
carefully drafted to avoid any suggestion that the PresIdent needed 
Congress to authorize his use of the armed forces, and, in fact, the 
wording was intended to put Congress on record as agreeing that 
he had that power as Commander in Chief. Accordingly, the Gulf 
of Tonkin Resolution stated that Congress "approves and supports 
the determination of the President, as Commander in Chief, to take 
all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the 
forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression." The 
1964 resolution went on to declare that, consistent with its interna­
tional commitments, the U.S. would, "as the President determines, 
. . . take all necessary steps, including the use of armed force," to 
assist Vietnam (or any other members or "protocol state" of 
SEATO). 

The proposed 1954 resolution also contained the following lan­
guage: "This Resolution shall not derogate from the authority of 
the Congress to declare war and shall terminate on June 30, 1955, 
or prior thereto if the Congress by concurrent resolution shall so 
determine." By contrast, the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution had 
no termination date, and would expire ". . . when the President 
shall determine that the peace and security of the area is reason­
ably assured by international conditions created by action of the 
United Nations or otherwise, except that it may be terminated ear­
lier by concurrent resolution of the Congress." Nor did the Johnson 
administration draft of the 1964 resolution provide for such termi­
nation by Congress. This was added, at the suggestion of Senator 
Russell, before the resolution was sent to Congress. 

What happened prior to the meeting of April 2 to cause Admiral 
Radford to change his mind about the airstrike at Dien Bien Phu? 
Radford himself does not discuss this in his memoirs, nor is it dis­
cussed in other sources, but judging from the available evidence it 
can be surmi.'led that the change occurred as a result not only of 
the reluctance of Eisenhower and Dulles to become overtly in­
volved at Dien Bien Phu, but also the strong and virtually unani­
mous opposition of the other service Chiefs. After having twice 

IlIPublic Law 88-408. 
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polled the JCS on the question of intervention, Radford polled the 
group for a third time on April 2, at a meeting which probably oc­
curred prior to the meeting at the White House at which he said 
he had changed his mind. This time the question was in WTiting, 
and the Chiefs were told by Radford that it came from Secretary of 
Defense Wilson. Once again the vote was against intervention, but 
with Air Force Chief of Staff General Nathan F. Twining giving 
qualified support to Radford's position. 

Each Chief responded in writing to the question: "If the United 
States Government is requested by the Government of France to 
render assistance in Indo-China by committing USAF units and! or 
naval air forces in combat, what position do the JCS take?"" 
Army Chief of Staff Ridgway replied as follows: 

From the military viewpoint, the United States capability 
for effective intervention in the Dien Bien Phu operation was 
altogether disproportionate to the liability it would incur, 

From the military viewpoint, the outcome of the Dien Bien 
Phu operation, which ever way it might go, would not in itself 
decisively affect the military situation there. 

If recommended and executed, intervention by United States 
armed forces would greatly increase the risk of general war, If 
the United States, by its own act, were deliberately to risk pro­
moting such possible reaction, it must first materially increase 
its readiness to accept the consequences, 

Adm. Robert B. Carney, Chief of Naval Operations, replied that 
the JCS should reaffirm their opinion on the need, if possible, to 
prevent the "loss" of Indochina, and should report on the capabili­
ties of U.S. airpower to come to the defense of Dien Bien Phu, The 
JCS, he said, should take the position that such assistance "would 
improve the French tactical situation," but should not state that it 
would be "decisive," and, moreover, that this "tactical advantage" 
would have to be weighed against the "potential consequence of 
this U,S. involvement in the Indochina war," 

General Twining said that his answer was a "qualified 'Yes'" 
provided France agreed to let the U.S, have command of air and 
naval elements under overall French command, gave the U.s. 
"leadership in the training of troops and employment of combat 
forces," agreed to let the U,S, "train and organize indigenous forces 
under indigenous leadership," and granted "true sovereignty" to 
the Associated States, 

Gen. Lemuel C. Shepherd, Jr" Commandant of the Marines, re­
plied: 

Upon consideration I have reached the conclusion that air 
intervention in the current fighting in Indo China would be an 
unprofitable adventure, If I could convince myself that such in­
tervention-on any scale now available to us-would turn the 
tide of military victory in favor of the French I would hold an 
entirely different opinion despite the hazards and uncertainties 
attending such a course. But I feel that we can expect no sig­
nificant military results from an improvised air offensive 
against the guerrilla forces. They simply do not offer us a 
target which our air will find remunerative-they are nowhere 
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exposed at a vital point critical to their continued resupply and 
communications. The initial morale effect of our appearance 
would therefore soon give way to a feeling of disappointment 
as it became evident that our efforts were without important 
effect on the fortunes of the soldier on the ground. 

The essentials of the problem appear to be these: 
a. Can we, by overt military action in the air, contribute 

significantly to a French victory in Indo China? 
b. Would such direct intervention on our part at this 

time serve as a deterrent to Communism elsewhere? 
I believe that a negative answer is indicated in both cases. 

It follows that action by our forces in Indo China, if initiated 
today, would be taken in the face of impending disaster and 
holds no significant promise of success. For us to participate in 
a defeat cannot be accounted as a means either of combatting 
Communism effectively, or of enhancing our position in the 
eyes of the Asiatics. 

The inevitable result would be the necessity of either admit­
ting a fresh military failure on OUr part or intervening further 
with ground forces in an effort to recoup our fortunes. We can 
ill afford the first. I do not believe the other is a matter which 
we should even consider under present circumstances. 

It is with regret that I record conclusions which run so 
counter to my natural instincte to support our friends in their 
efforts to halt the Communist advance. 

"TIu! Day We Didn'l Go to War"? 
The meeting with congressional leaders which then occurred on 

April 3, 1954, is especially important in examining the role of Con­
gress in the Vietnam war, as well as the more general analysis of 
the role of Congress in the making of foreign policy. Some practi­
tioners and scholars have alluded to this episode as a "model" of 
successful legislative-executive relations in foreign policy and of ef­
fective congressional participation in foreign policymaking.3o 

Before discussing the details of the April 3 meeting, it would be 
well to reflect briefly on the trend in legislative-executive relations 
during the period leading up to the meeting in order to understand 
better the attitudes and responses of participante. It was not, to say 
the least, a restful time. Beginning in 1953, and climaxing during 
the early part of 1954, there was a battle between the Executive 
and the Senate over the so-called Bricker Amendment. 31 After one 
month of debate the amendment was defeated in February 1954, 
but a substitute version offered by Senator George then fell only 
one vote short of the two-thirds needed. During this debate it was 
apparent that the Senate continued to be concerned about ite con­
stitutional powers. There was strong support for Eisenhower, even 
among the proponente of the amendment, but the debate served to 

~I)See, for example. comments in Cottgre88 and Foretgn Policy, U.s. Congt"eSl8, House, Commit­
tee 0l,! international l!e"~tioJlJf. Hearinp before th:e Special Subcommittee on In~igations. 
94th Cong., 2d se98. iWashington, D.C,: U.s. Govt. Print. Off., 1976), pp. un. 152~154. 

SlS.J. &s. 1, 11 propooe<f amendment to the Constitution which. ill its originttl version, ~t.ed 
[hat a provision of a treaty conflicting with the Constitution shall be without "force or etTo-rt"; 
that a treaty shall berome effective as internal law only by legislation "which would be valid in 
the ab8ence of treaty"; and that Congress would have the power tn Tt'g\lUlte "alJ ea.ecutive and 
other agreements," The author was John W, Bricker fR/OhioL 
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reinforce the concern expressed in the 1951 "Great Debate" about 
protecting Congress' role in the making of national commitments 
and of war, It had the effect, therefore, of heightening the Senate's 
sensitivity to any actions by the Executive which appeared to in· 
fringe on Congress' role. 

Another example of this sensitivity was the consensus of a 
number of Senators, primarily the "constitutionalists" among 
Southern Democrats like Stennis and conservative Republicans like 
Arthur V, Watkins (RiUtahJ, over a provision in the mutual de· 
fense treaty with Korea approved by the Senate on January 26, 
1954," This was the provision, which appeared again in 1955 in 
the SEATO Treaty, that in the event of an attack on either party, 
each would act "to meet the common dangers in accordance with 
its constitutional processes," Stennis and Watkins, as well as A, 
Willis Robertson (DiVa,), tried unsuccessfully to get Alexander 
Wiley !R/WisJ, chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, to 
define what was meant by "constitutional processes" in terms of 
the role of Congress, They wanted assurance that the language 
would not permit the President, as in the case of the Korean war, 
to commit the country to war without the approval of Congress, As 
Stennis said, "we are treading on dangerous ground when we 
commit ourselves to take action thousands of miles from home 
without giving Congress an opportunity to participate in the deci­
sion," Wiley, carrying the case for the administration, replied that 
the term did not detract from the power of either Congress or the 
President, but he and others among the "internationalists," includ­
ing Senator Hubert Humphrey fD/MinnJ, took the position that 
Congress should not "tie the President's hands," and argued that 
the term "constitutional processes" included both the power of 
Congress to declare war and the President's power as Commander 
in Chief 

Senator John Sherman Cooper (RtKy,), who was to become a 
leader in the opposition to the Vietnam war in later years, said 
that although Congress could not and would not "take away from 
the President his constitutional powers to protect our security," 
that if the Korean war were resumed he hoped Congress would 
have the "opportunity , .. to take proper constitutional action." 
Sixteen years later, during Senate consideration of proposals to 
seek an end to the Vietnam war, Cooper had this to say:" 

I do not believe that any of the Presidents who have been 
involved with Vietnam, Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, Ken· 
nedy, Johnson, or President Nixon, foresaw or desired that the 
United States would become involved in a large scale war in 
Asia. But the fact remains that a steady progression of small 
decisions and actions over a period of 20 years had forestalled 
a clear..:ut decision by the President or by the President and 
Congress-decisions as to whether the defense of South Viet· 
nam and involvement in a great war were necessary to the se­
curity and best interest of the United States. In the light of ex­
perience in Vietnam, a basic change in attitude has taken 
place. In constitutional terms, the recognition that "constitu· 

'-For the debate ~ CR. V()L 100, pp. 782-818 
:HCR. vol 116, p 40441 
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tional processes" become difficult if not irrelevant once en­
gaged in a war, has underlined the urgency of the debate of 
the past few years over Cambodia, , , [and] a growing aware­
ness on the part of the Congress that it must carry out its con­
stitutional responsibilities to share the burden of decision­
making and judgment on vital issues of policy and national se­
curity, •• 

This general congressional sensitivity was further increased 
early in February 1954 by the decision to send the 200 Air Force 
technicians to Indochina, a decision that was made without the 
knowledge of Congress, and was executed over its objections and 
without its express consent 

Thus, as a result of these factors, and other lingering effects of 
the Korean war. there was considerable COncern in Congress. par­
ticularly the Senate, about the possible military involvement of the 
U.s, in indochina, especially the use of ground forces, at the time 
of the meeting on April 3, Congress and the public clearly did not 
want "another Korea," nor did they want to be committed to a war 
by unilateral action of the PresidenP' 

The Saturday, April 3 meeting with leaders of Congress was held 
at the State Department, with Dulles presiding, (The President was 
at Camp David for the weekend_) Participants from the executive 
branch were, besides Dulles, Admiral Radford, Deputy Secretary of 
Defense Kyes, Rabert B. Anderson (Secretary of the Navy, who was 
about to succeed Kyes as Deputy Secretary), Under Secretary of 
State Smith, and Assistant Secretary of State Morton, From the 
Senate came Republicans Know land (m~ority leader) and Eugene 
D. Millikin (chairman of the Republican Conference), and Demo­
crats Lyndon Johnson (minority leader), Russell, and Clements (mi­
nority whip), and from the House, Speaker Joseph W, Martin, Jr. 
<R/Mass.), John W. McCormack CD/Mass.), the minority whip, and 
the chief deputy whip, J, Percy Priest CD/Tenn.), For unknown rea­
sons, House Minority Leader Sam Rayburn was not there, nor was 
the House majority leader, Charles A, Halleck, or the House major­
ity whip, Leslie C. Arends. Also missing was Leverett Saltonstall, 
the Senate majority whip. 

Because of the importance of the meeting, it would be well to 
quote in full the brief memo on it that Dulles wrote for his files: 3. 

Admiral Radford gave a very comprehensive briefing on the 
military situation in Indochina. He went into particular detail 
in connection with the battle now raging at Dien Bien Phu. 

The Secretary [Dulles] explained the significance of indo­
china, pointing out that it was the key to Southeast Asia, that 
if the Communists gained Indochina and nothing was done 
about it, it was only a question of time until all of Southeast 

HIt is or int.erest to DOLe that on March fl. 1954, Senator William Langer ~R/N. Dalo. who 
roruustently WtlTnOO against and opposed enlargemE'nt of the President'li poWl;r to rommit the 
country to war. mtrodueW tl blU to provide that ". . the Armed Fot'"Ce$ of the Dmled States 
shan not 00 ordered mto action against the territory or armed for<:etl of any forelgn nations 
WIthout a prior declaration of war. except to the elttent neces:sat}' to repel an arme<!. attack 
agam&t the United Ste.tes or any of its territories 01' poMeSSions " CR, vol 100, P 3607. 

uFor a good dlSCllilSion of these domestic politicaliinstitutionaI factors and the way in which 
th(>y conditIoned U.S Government policymaking on Indochina lx-fort' and during the ~neva 
C'Amf;;>rence,3ee Robert F. Randle. &neva J9.ii, The Settknuml of the Indochlnlt'S(! War (Prince­
ton; Princeton t:niversit\, Pre$05, 1969' 
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Asia falls along with Indonesia, thus imperiling our western 
island of defense. 

The Secretary then said that he felt that the president 
should have Congressional backing so that he could use air and 
seapower in the area if he felt it necessary in the interest of 
national security. Senator Knowland expressed concurrence 
but further discussion developed a unanimous reaction of the 
Members of Congress that there should be no Congressional 
action until the Secretary had obtained commitments of a p0-
litical and material nature from our allies. The feeling was 
unanimous that "we want no more Koreas with the United 
States furnishing 90% of the manpower". 

Both the Secretary and Admiral Radford pointed out that 
the Administration did not now contemplate the commitment 
of land forces. The Congressmen replied that once the flag was 
committed the use of land forces would inevitably follow. 

The Secretary said that he had already initiated talks to 
secure unity of action. He had spoken with the British Ambas­
sador yesterday and was meeting with Bonnet in a few min­
utes. He had talked with Romulo" but he could not go further 
without knowing that he could expect U.S. action if the others 
responded. 

Admiral Radford was asked if airpower could save Dien Bien 
Phu today. He replied that it Was too late but that if we had 
committed airpower three weeks ago, he felt reasonably Cer­
tain that the Red forces would have been defeated. It was ap­
parent that the Congressional group, especially Senator Rus­
sell, had very little confidence in the French. There was less 
criticism of the British, but it was nevertheless substantial. 
Senator Russell said that if the U.K. flinched in this matter, it 
would be necessary to reconsider our whole system of collective 
security from the standpoint of dependability. Admiral Radford 
pointed out the extensive British military deployment in 
Malaya and elsewhere throughout that area. 

It was decided that the Secretary would attempt to get defi­
nite commitments from the English and other free nations. If 
satisfactory commitments could be obtained, the consensus was 
that a Congressional resolution could be passed, giving the 
President power to commit armed forces in the area. 

That afternoon (April 3), Dulles telephoned Eisenhower at Camp 
David to tell him about the meeting.'· He said, " ... on the whole 
it went pretty well-although it raised some serious problems ... 
the feeling was that Congress would be quite prepared to go along 
on some vigorous action if we were not doing it alone. They want to 
be sure the people in the area are involved too." Eisenhower and 
Dulles "did not blame the Congressmen for this thought. They 
agreed that the stakes concern others more than us. The President 
said you can't go in and win unless the people want you. The 
French could win in 6 months if the people were with them." 
Dulles said that Congress' concern was with the British. "It is hard 

3'General CarlO$ p, Romulo of the Philippines. personal reprt!8entanve of Prnsident Magsay­
say Romulo was th~n On a nsit to the United States 

uFl?US, 1952-1954, voL XIlI, p. 1230 
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to get the American people excited if they are not." He suggested 
that Eisenhower contact "the PM" (Prime Minister Churchill), and 
the President agreed. 

Radford's reaction to the meeting with congressional leaders, as 
recounted in his memoirs,3' was that "It was obvious from this 
meeting that the government had not yet undertaken a task set 
forth in 1952 and reaffirmed in 1954: making clear to the American 
people the importance of Southeast Asia to the security of the 
United States: 

On Capitol Hill, as one former Senator recalls the events of April 
3, a small group of four Democratic Senators waited for Minority 
Leader Lyndon Johnson to return from the meeting. These four, 
two of whom were Albert A. Gore of Tennessee and Mike Mon­
roney of Oklahoma, had met with Johnson before he went to the 
White House to express their concern that the U.S. might be pre­
paring to intervene at Dien Bien Phu. This is Senator Gore's ac­
count: "" ° 

The four of us waited until late in the afternoon or early 
evening for Johnson's return. We waited in the Democratic 
Cloak Room. As I recall it, the Senate had already adjourned 
that day, or maybe it was not even in session that day. 
Anyway, we waited for his return. He gave us, in the Johnson­
ian manner, a vivid, muscular and athletic recounting of the 
meeting. I believe I correctly remember that Admiral Radford 
was strongly in favor of intervention, as were Mr. Dulles and 
others. But the one strong opponent from within the adminis­
tration was the then head of the U.S. Army, General Ridgway. 
He strongly opposed it, and utilized some of what may have 
been, within the military circles, rather trite phrases about the 
unwisdom of the United States becoming involved in a land 
war in Asia, etc. Eventually. the reaction of the congressional 
representatives was solicited, and, according to Senator John­
son's description, he outlined his opposition and told us that he 
pounded the President's desk in the Oval Office to emphasize 
his opposition. 41 

In addition to Dulles' account of April 3, which is the only avail­
able official record of the meeting, there is an account by journalist 
Chalmers M. Roberts, based on interviews with participants and 
other government officials, that made a rather sensational apr.;ar­
ance in 1954 under the title, "The Day We Didn't Go to War.' 4. It 
was such a detailed and apparently accurate report of the meeting 
that it touched off an FBI investigation of Roberts' sources." This 
is his account of what happened: 

n From Poo,,.t Hut-bot" to VietnaM. p. 398. 
4.°CRS Interview with Albert Gore, Dec. 4, 1978. 
4 lThe mooting, contrary to Gore's impmJeion, W8.8 h.,ld at the State Department rather than 

at the \\1lite House, and the President c;bd not attend. Presumably Johnson pounded Dulles' 
desk, 

ulUporter, Sept. 14, 1954. The original .... ~raion ohMs story was publJshed in th~ Washin.gtQll 
Post, June 7, 195t 

u'rhere is no indication that the FBI ever found the aou~ of Robetu;' infonnation. How did 
~ru; ret it? in his m~moirs,published many years later, h~ told the story. Chalmers M. Jk;b. 
ert6, Ftrs1 Rough. Droit (N~w York: haeger, 1973), p. 114. " ... my State Departmeltt rrierui .. 
talked, One tipped me off that Duller; and Radford had held a 8t'(:ret meeting Olt Arril 3 with 
congN'861onalleaders of both parties to put forward &ome 90rt of intervention plan. found out 
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The atmosphere became serious at once. What was wanted, 
Dulles said, was a joint resolution by Congress to permit the 
President to use air and naval power in Indochina. Dulles 
hinted that perhaps the mere passage of such a resolution 
would in itself make its use unneccessary. But the President 
had asked for its consideration, and, Dulles added, Mr. Eisen­
hower felt that it was indispensable at this juncture that the 
leaders of Congress feel as the Administration did on the Indo­
china crisis, 

Then Radford took over. He said the Administration was 
deeply concerned over the rapidly deteriorating situation. He 
used a map of the Pacific to point out the importance of Indo­
china. He spoke about the French Union forces then already 
under siege for three weeks in the fortress of Dien Bien Phu. 

The admiral explained the urgency of American action by 
declaring that he was not even sure, because of poor communi­
cations, whether, in fact, Dien Bien Phu was still holding out. 
(The fortress held out for five weeks more.) 

Dulles backed up Radford. If Indochina fell and if its fall led 
to the loss of all of Southeast Asia, he declared, then the 
United States might eventually be forced back to Hawaii, as it 
W.1S before the Second World War. And Dulles was not compli­
mentary about the French. He said he feared they might use 
some disguised means of getting out of Indochina if they did 
not receive help soon. 

The eight legislators were silent: Senate Majority Leader 
Knowland and his G.O.P colleague Eugene Millikin, Senate 
Minority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson and his Democratic col­
leagues Richard B. Russell and Earle C. Clements, House 
G.O.P. Speaker Joseph Martin and two Democratic House lead­
ers, John W. McCormack and J. Percy Priest. 

What to do? Radford offered the plan he had in mind once 
Congress pa.ased the joint resolution. 

Some two hundred planes from the thirty-one-thousand-ton 
U.S. Navy carriers Esser and &rer, then in the South China 
Sea ostensibly for "training," plus land-based U.s. Air Force 
planes from bases a thousand miles away in the Philippines, 
would be used for a single strike to save Dien Bien Phu. 

The legislators stirred, and the questions began. 
Radford was asked whether such action would be war. He re­

plied that we would be in the war. 

who had been p~nt and began to canvass them. By great good fonun ... one of the participants 
had lakt.'O oopmus n(!ws and, mort"OYe'r, was prepared in the utmOEt 5eCr~y to share them with 
rnt' In fln olJt-o(·d.e-wsy office in tht' Capitol. wht'Te 1 could come and go unobserved 

"This man, who has never been Identified up to now, was then the Democratic ~nip in the 
Hol,l.Soe lilnd later the Speaker, Representative John W McCormack of Ma.'iS8.chusetts." 

Asked why John McC'ormack, whQ .'as known for his strong antl-communism. should have 
divulged thl$ mformatlOn. Roberts srud that McCormack ",. was SO alarmed that the Unit<?d 
States might get m a war that he was willing to talk about It, if he- could be protect.E"d'· Roberts 
added. however, that it was also "strictly Democratic politics" on McCormack's part. "Ht" was 
protecting the J)emocratk flank and I think he was ~Jli.ng me this story because It made tht" 
Ot>mocrats look respoaslble They really dtdn't want to get into a war. You can bto anti<ommu, 
'lust but if YOU'N' going to kill a lot of 'our boys: that's something else. It's one thing to mllkt" a 
spE't'Ch ahout it m an Irish section of Boston and i.t's another thing to vote to send troops over· 
seM to die m foreIgn fields. from a strictly political standpoint And he was a politician before 
he was an~1.hmg else ., CBS Intt"!"-::ew ""',Ih Chalmers Roberts. Feb 2"2. 1979 
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If the strike did not succeed in relieving the fortress, would 
we follow up? "Yes," said the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff. 

Would land forces then also have to be used? Radford did not 
give a definite answer. 

In the early part of the questioning, Knowland showed en­
thusiasm for the venture. consistent with his public statements 
that something must be done or Southeast Asia would be lost. 

But as the questions kept flowing, largely from Democrats, 
Knowland lapsed into silence. 

Clements asked Radford the first of the two key questions: 
"Does this plan have the approval of the other members of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff?" 

"No," replied Radford. 
"How many of the three agree with you?" 
"None," 
"How do you account for that?" 
"I have spent more time in the Far East than any of them 

and I understand the situation better." 
Lyndon Johnson put the other key question in the form of a 

little speech. He said that Knowland had been saying publicly 
that in Korea up to 90 per cent of the men and the money 
came from the United States. The United States had become 
sold on the idea that that was bad. Hence in any operation in 
Indochina we ought to know flrst who would put up the men. 
And so he asked Dulles whether he had consulted nations who 
might be our allies in intervention. 

Dulles said he had not. 
The Secretary was asked why he didn't go to the United Na­

tions as in the Korean case. He replied that it would take too 
long, that this was an immediate problem. 

There were other questions. Would Red China and the Soviet 
Union come into the war if the United States took military 
action? The China question appears to have been side-stepped, 
though Dulles said he felt the Soviets could handle the Chinese 
and the United States did not think that Moscow wanted a 
general war now. Further. he added, if the Communists feel 
that we mean business, they won't go "any further down 
there," pointing to the map of Southeast Asia. 

John W. McCormack, the House Minority Leader, couldn't 
resist temptation. He was surprised, he said, that Dulles would 
look to the "party of treason," as the Democrats had been 
called by Joe McCarthy in his Lincoln's Birthday speech under 
G.O.P. auspices, to take the lead in a situation that might end 
up in a general shooting war. Dulles did not reply. 

In the end, all eight members of Congress, Republicans and 
Democrats alike, were agreed that Dulles had better flrst go 
shopping for allies. Some people who should know say that 
Dulles was carrying, but did not produce, a draft of the joint 
resolution the President wanted Congress to consider. 
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The whole meeting had lasted two hours and ten minutes. 
As they left, the Hill delegation told waiting reporters they 
had been briefed on Indochina. Nothing more" 

There is an important difference in these two reports of the 
meeting of April 3. According to Dulles' account, Radford said that 
it was "too late" for an airstrike to save Dien Bien Phu, and his 
account makes no further mention of the matter. (This, of course, 
would square with the position Radford took on April 2 when he 
told Eisenhower and Dulles that he no longer favored a strike at 
Dien Bien Phu') In Roberts' story the central factor, in terms of the 
dynamics of the meetir.g, appears to have been Radford's proposal 
to conduct such an airstrike after Congress passed an authorizing 
resolution. 

Both accounts, however, confirm the deep concern of congression­
ai leaders, especially the Democrats who were present, about 
taking military action in Vietnam, first, because the use of air and 
seapower could lead to ground forces, and second, because there 
seemed to be lack of support for military action from U.S. allies in 
the region, particularly the British. This reaction appears to have 
prevented the realization of Dulles' hope, possibly even biB inten­
tion, that the group would agree to support a congressional resolu­
tion authorizing the President to use air and naval forces, if nace&­
gary, in order to strengthen the U.S. negotiating position-"fill our 
hand," as Secretary Wilson had said." (Dulles mayor may not 
have had in biB pocket the text of the resolution, which, as was 
noted above, the President had approved the day before.) 

On the other hand, according to Dulles' account the group 
agreed that if "satisfactory commitments could be obtained" from 
V.S. allies, such a resolution could be passed by Congress. Thus, 
the congressional leaders were, in effect, endorsing Eisenhower's 

HACCQniing to Tom Wicker's column in the New YOt''' Tima, May 1, 1966. Senator R\lSI!IeH 
later remarked, "l SlIt theN liBt.ening to bim [DuIleo1 talk about sendin.(J American 00)'8 off to 
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there: WIUl no shouting that I n!ICall " Rl1!i8ell Memorial Library, Univenlity of ~rgiH Librariee. 
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fWbeN' accounts. Th~ do not. however, substantiate or validate either aeoount 
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and a cloee e880Ctat(! of Dullee. points out that a eongreaaiooal resolution could alBo have 
strengthened the U$. political and diplomatic position by adding to the deterrent effect of the 
lmited action speech. 'The t1l6Olution," Bowne BBofS: "waa an excellent device, like the united 
action speech, fot"' ambiguity, b«:aU$& i\ 8Uggwt.ed the United Staie$ WtL'!I united. that it would 
have a point at which it will resist, without committing UI!I to when. or under what circum· 
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the .so>,-iets and the Vjetnameee without being a bluff that anybody could caU." CRS IntervteW 
with Rvbert Bowie. May 5, 1983, 
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IlIlited action approach. From the administration's standpoint, 
therefore, as well as for congressional Republicans, the April 3 
meeting, while raising some problems, had achieved its major pur­
pose, as Dulles indicated in a telephone conversation that after­
noon with Knowland:" u ••• the Senator said he thought the 
meeting had been helpful. The Secretary said that it provided him 
what he needed to go ahead." 

Although the meeting may have dashed Dulles' hope for prompt 
action on a congressional resolution, it also served to fin the Presi· 
dent's hand in another im,p<>rtant respect. In opposing military 
action which might lead to another Korea," congressional leaders 
reinforced the President's own desire to avoid direct intervention 
with U.S. forces. thus helping to counter the arguments of Radford 
and others who favored military action. 

With regard to the net effect of the meeting of April 3, however, 
Thruston Morton, one of the participants, when asked later wheth­
er, as a result of the meeting, congressional leaders' had influenced 
the decisionmaking process, said: ., 

No, I don't think so. Their negative approaches didn't affect 
Dulles too much. The fact that the President had reservations 
is what stopped it. Hell, if he had let Raddy go he would have 
been in there with the whole carrier fleet. Eisenhower put the 
quietus on that. . . Raddy had it all fIgUred out, how he could 
get carriers in the area and bomb the hell out of them and 
knock them out of this high ground. . . . Dulles accepted 
Raddy's estimate of the situation, but Eisenhower didn't, and 
that was the end of it so far as Dulles was concerned. 

When Eisenhower returned to Washington on Sunday, April 4, 
he held a White House meeting that evening at which the earlier 
tentative decision to respond to the situation in Indochina through 
the united action approach was approved as U.S. policy. Present 
besides Eisenhower were Dulles, Radford, Bedell Smith, Kyes and 
Douglas MacArthur n. Sherman Adams. Eisenhower's White 
House Chief of Staff, who must also have been sitting in, is the 
source-and the only source-of what happened. This is his ac­
count:"8 

. . . at a Sunday night meeting in the upstairs study at the 
White House Eisenhower . . . agreed with Dulles and Radford 
on a plan to send American forces to Indo-China under certain 
strict conditions. It was to be, first and most important, a joint 
action with the British, including Australia and New Zealand 
troops, and, if possible, participating units from such Far East· 
ern countries as the Philippines and Thailand so that the 
forces would have to continue to fight in Indo-China and bear a 
full share of responsibility until the war is over. Eisenhower 

u FRUS, 1952-19$4, VQL xm. p. 1230, tn. 3 
.. 'I CRS interview witlb Thnl.8tOn Morton, Jan. 29, 1979 Leslie H, Gt!lb and Richard K. Betts. 

TM Irony of Vi.t<tnam: TM System Worked fWashingtOn, D.C- Brookings lI1ltitution, 1979), p. 57, 
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"EisenhoWff aocompliabed three thlnp by this meeting. First, he isolated Radford, Vice-f're6i· 
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was also concerned that American intervention in Ind<>-China 
might be interpreted as protection of French colonialism. He 
added a condition that would guarantee future independence 
to the Ind<>-Chinese states of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. 

At 11:47 p.m. that night Eisenhower's message to Churchill was 
cabled to London." If Indochina were to fall to the Communists, 
he said, ". . . the ultimate effect on our and your global strategic 
position with the consequent shift in the power ratio throughout 
Asia and the Pacific could be disastrous and, I know, unacceptable 
to you and me. . . . This had led us to the hard conclusion that the 
situation in Southeast Asia requires us urgently to take serious 
and far.reaching decisions . . . our painstaking search for a way 
out of the impasse has reluctantly forced us to the conclusion that 
there is no negotiated solution of the Indochina problem which in 
its essence would not be either a face-saving device to cover a 
French surrender or a face-saving device to cover a Communist re­
tirement." This, which he cailed the "first alternative," was "too 
serious in its broad strategic implications for us and for you to be 
acceptable .... Somehow we must contrive to bring about the 
second alternative." Referring to Dulles' March 29 speech about 
"united action," he said that this second alternative, "a new, ad 
hoc, grouping or coalition," which would consist of France, the As­
sociated States, England, the U.S., Australia, New Zealand, Thai· 
land and the Philippines, could be risky, but that". . . in the situa· 
tion which confronts us there is no course of action or inaction 
devoid of dangers and I know of no man who has f1l'll1ly grasped 
more nettles than you. If we grasp this one together I believe that 
we will enormously increase our chances of bringing the Chinese to 
believe that their interests lie in the direction of a discrete disen­
gagement. In such a contingency we could approach the Geneva 
Conference with the position of the free world not only unimpaired 
but strengthened." 

Churchill replied that he had received Eisenhower's message and 
that "we are giving it earnest Cabinet consideration."·o 

Early on Monday morning, April 5, Dulles called Eisenhower to 
tell him that the State Department had just received a cable from 
Ambassador Dillon in Paris, who had been cailed to a meeting at 
11 p.m. on Sunday night by Laniel and Bidault and told that the 
"immediate armed intervention of US carrier aircraft at Dien Bien 
Phu [Operation VAUTOURj is now necessary to save the situa· 
tion."·1 The cable went on to say that the French were making 
this request in accordance with the report of Admiral Ely "that 
Radford gave him his personal assurance that if situation at Dien 
Bien Phu required US naval air support he would do his best to 
obtain such help from US government." Bidault told Dillon that 
"for good or evil the fate of Southeast Asia now rested on Dien 
Bien Phu. He said that Geneva would be won or lost depending on 
outcome at Dien Bien Phu. This was reason for French request for 
this very serious action on our part." 

UFRUS, 1952~1954, voL XllI, p, 12.'18. 
.Olbid., rn 2. 
~l/bld., p. 1236 For Opi>ratlOn VAUTOUR sa" p. 172. fn 162 above 
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According to the notes of Dulles' convensation with the Presi­
dent, Eisenhower " ... supposes Radford thought he was talking to 
someone in confidence-but says he should never have told foreign 
country he would do his best because they then start putting pres­
sure on us."" Dulles replied, " ... in talks with Radford and Ely, 
feeling was unanimous & strong that we must not & could not 
enrer into fight until we had political aspects cleared. Radford did 
not give any committal talk. Cannot risk ou£ yrestige in defeat." 
Eisenhower responded that "such a move [U.S. intervention at 
Dien Bien PhuJ is impossible. In the absence of some kind of ar­
rangement getting support of Congress, [itJ would be completely un­
constitutional and indefensible." Dulles said that Radford was 
"quite reconciled to fact that it is political impossibility at present 
time-has no idea of recommending this action." Eisenhower sug­
gested "taking a look to see if anything eise can be done-but we 
cannot engage in active war." 

Dulles then called Radford to tell him of his convensation with 
the President, and of Eisenhower's position that military action 
could be taken only through a united action framework. lIe asked 
Radford whether there were any alternatives to the request made 
by the French for a U.S. airstrike. Radford said he had been told 
that there were pilots available in France, and that the U.S. could 
get planes to them in a week. He added that he would check on 
this possibility.·s 

Dulles immediately cabled Dillon in Paris:" 
As I personally explained to Ely in presence of Radford it is 

not possible for US to commit belligerent acts in Indochina 
without full political understanding with France and other 
countries. In addition, Congressional action would be required. 
After conference at highest level, I must confirm this position. 
US is doing everything possible. . . to prepare public, Congres­
sional and Constitutional basis for united action in Indochina. 
However, such action is impossible except on coalition basis 
with active British Commonwealth participation. Meanwhile 
US prepared, as bas been demonstrated, to do everything short 
of belligerency. 

Dillon replied lare that day (April 5), saying that he had given 
Dulles' message to Bidault, who said he could understand the U.S. 
Government's position, but that " ... unfortunately the time for 
formulating coalition has passed as the fate of Indochina will be de­
cided in the next ten days at Dien-Bien- Phu."ss 

The NSC Postpones Action on Direct Intervention 
The next day, April 6, the NSC met, and there was a long discus­

sion of the question of U.S. military intervention in Indochina, 
based on the report of the Planning Board that had been requested 
by the NSC on March 25, as well as a report from the Special Com­
mittee on Indochina.·· The two reports supplemented each other. 

UFRUS, 1952-195 .. t vol XIn, P 1241. 
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The Planning Board report concerned the use of U.S. military 
forces, and the Special Committee's report dealt with a broader 
range of possible additional actions. 

The Planning Board concluded that without a larger role by the 
U.S., Indochina might be l06t to the Communists, thus raising the 
question: should U.S. forces be used, and, if so, on what basis? The 
Board presented three alternatives, (Al U.S. action in concert with 
the French; (B) U.S. action with the French and the Associated 
States; and, (e) U.S. action with others, or alone, if the French 
withdrew. 

Whatever choice was made, the paper stressed, " ... once U.S. 
forces have been committed, disengagements will not be possible 
short of victory." It also pointed out that there were many implica· 
tions in any intervention, including the possible need for "general 
mobilization." 

As far as military requirements were concerned, the paper esti­
mated under courses (Al or (B) that there would not be a need for 
U.S. ground forces, but that approximately 35,000 naval and 8,600 
air force personnel would be required. It added, however, that 
"either Course A or B may tum out to be ineffective without the 
eventual commitment of U.S. ground forces." 

If the U.S. intervened after French withdrawal, 605,000 ground 
forces would be required, of which 330,000 would be indigenous and 
275,000 (seven divisions and support personnel) would be U.S. or 
allied forces. (No fIgures were given for naval forces; 12,000 U.S. air 
force personnel would be required.) This latter fIgure (275,000) is 
quite close to the number of U.S. forces that, during the Kennedy 
administration, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara fIrst es­
timated would be needed to win the war. 

The Planning Board report stated that the training of indigenous 
forces was "crucial," and stressed that if the U.S. intervened it 
would be essential to counteract the colonialist image of the war. 

If the U.S. "should now decide to intervene at some stage"-and 
the report urged that such a decision be made-there were certain 
steps that should be taken. These included obtaining Congress' "ap­
proval of intervention," which headed the list; resistance to negoti­
atin~ on the Communists' terms; and, of course, the formation of 
the 'regional grouping" for united action. 

There was also brief mention of atomic weapons, which the 
report said "will be available for use as required by the tactical sit­
uation and as approved by the President." The pros and cons of 
their use were discussed. 

In a brief memorandum, the Army stated its position on the 
Planning Board report. 57 It argued that the war could not be won 
with only U.S. air and naval action, and that U.S. ground forces 
would be required. It agreed that if the French withdrew seven di­
visions would be needed, (approximately 275,000, including support 
personnel) plus naval and air support, unless the Chinese inter­
vened, in which case there would need to be 12 U.S. divisions (ap-

Special C..<>tnmittee, which was the second part of ita two-part Nport, the first part of which was 
submitted on March 11, eee Pp, GT!ivet ed., voL I, pp ... 1'72-416, For the material missing Oil 
p. 475 see the DOD ed., book 9. pp. 352-354. Mater:iAl missing on p . ..J7& of Gravel is aJ.s.o missing in 
the 000 edition. 
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proximately 500,000, including support personnel). plus naval and 
air support. It also contended that "The use of atomic weapons in 
Indochina would not reduce the number of ground forces required 
to achieve a military victory in Indochina." 

For its Arril 6 meeting the NSC also had before it a report from 
the Specia Committee recommending various other actions. 
" ... the defeat of the Viet Minh," the report said, "is essential if the 
spread of Communist influence in Southeast Asia is to be halted." 
It reaffirmed the following position enunciated in other policy 
papers and in NSC 5405: 

(!) It be U.S. policy to accept nothing short of a military vic­
tory in Indochina. 

(2) It be the U.S. position to obtain French support of this 
position; and that failing this, the U.S. actively oppose any ne­
gotiated settlement in Indochina and Geneva. 

(3) It be the U.S. position in event of failure of (2) alone to 
initiate immediate steps with the governments of the Associat­
ed States aimed toward the continuation of the war in Indt>­
china, to include active U.S. participation and without French 
support should that be necessary. 

(4) Regardless of whether or not the U.S. is successful in ob­
taining French support for the active U.S. participation called 
for in (3) above, every effort should be made to undertake this 
active participation in concert with other interested nations. 

In recommending specific actions to implement this position the 
Special Committee suggested, among other things, that the U.S. 
work "through indigenous channels" to sponsor regional economic 
and cultural agreements, and that "Upon the basis of such agree­
ments, the U.S. should actively but unobtrusively seek their expan­
sion into mutual defense requirements .... " (This, it might be 
noted, is of interest in light of subsequent allegations by Senator 
Fulbright and others that U.S. economic relationships in Vietnam 
led to military commitments and to war-a position that the execu­
tive branch stoutly denied.) As the first step in this direction, the 
U.S. should seek to have the Associated States and Thailand agree 
to such a treaty. 

The Special Committee also recommended that the U.S. should 
seek to organize counterguerrilla military units and antisubversion 
police forces in Southeast Asian countries, especially in Thailand, 
which would be advised by U.S. military missions. Moreover, the 
U.S. should, "largely through covert means," promote indigenous 
political leaders and groups. 

As a means of enabling Americans and others to serve in mili­
tary units in Southeast Asia without any national designation, the 
Special Committee also recommended U.S. initiative in establishing 
an International Volunteer Air Group, and proposed the establish­
ment of a similar group for ground forces. 

These reports from the Planning Board and the Special Commit­
tee served as the agenda for the April 6, 1954, meeting of the NSC, 
but it was apparent that the President and most of the other mem­
bers of the NSC were not inclined, as the Planning Board had rec­
ommended, to make the decision that, if necessary, U.S. forces 
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should be used to defend Indochina" They ended up deferring 
that decision, but agreed that contingency plans should be made 
for intervention. They also "noted the President's view" that Con­
gress should not be asked to pass a resolution supporting a regional 
arrangement until after agreement was reached with U.S. allies on 
establishing such a reglonal grouping. 

Although they postponed the decision on using U.S. forces, the 
President and the other members of the Council agreed with 
Dulles' suggestion about seeking united action, and concluded that 
the U.s. should" ... direct its efforts prior to Geneva toward: 

"(]) Organizing a regional grouping. including initially the 
U.S., the U.K., France, the Associated States, Australia, New 
Zealand, Thailand, and the Philippines, for the defense of 
Southeast Asia against Communist efforts by any means to 
gain control of the countries in this area. 

"(2) Gaining British support for U.S. objectives in the Far 
East, in order to strengthen U_S. policies in the area. 

"(3) Pressing the French to accelerate the program for the 
independence of the Associated States." 

The Council took only one action to help the French at Dien Bien 
Phu. It decided to ask Congress to approve additional U.S. techni­
cians land to extend their assigments in Indochina), on the basis of 
which the U.S. could then send additional aircraft as well. This de­
cision was made after the Vice President assured the Council that 
the President had great influence with Congress, and that "Con­
gress would do what the National Securit?' Council felt was neces­
sary." He cited, as an example, Congres.~ approval of the earlier 
request for technicians. (The next day, Deputy Secretary of Defense 
Kyes called Dulles to ask for his advice on the meeting with Mem­
bers of Congress to discuss the technicians, which had been sched­
uled for that afternoon. "The Sec. [Dulles] said he feels the Presi­
dent jumped fast on this one. The Sec. would have been willing to 
let it ride before taking up Nixon's suggestion. The Sec. said con­
gressmen very easily get impressions they get sucked in for prom­
ises. Once they are given, there are excuses to whittle away on 
them." Dulles added that the important point to make was that the 
U.S. had to "keep the French will up." After June 15, he said, the 
rainy season would interfere with air operations'· Later that 
afternoon, Kyes called to tell Dulles about the meeting. "Kyes said 
the results were 50-50. The dignified ones were for it; the realistic 
ones against it .... There was an undertone in one statement that 
if No.1 [Eisenhower] did something, it would be backed up .... 
T!le Sec. said. . that it doesn't become a practical matter for 
quite a while. Kyes said if we send more units over, we will need 
more technicians. He raised the point to see what the feeling was 
on that. He talked with leaders of both sides. It was divided be­
tween the Houses rather than parties or individuals.")·· 

During the Council's discussion on April 6, the President em­
phatically rejected U.S. unilateral intervention in Indochina: "As 
far as he was concerned, said the President with great emphasis, 

UFor tru. summary of the m~ting ~ FRUS 1952~19.S4" vol XIII, pp 1250-1265 
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there was no possibility whatever of U.s. unilateral intervention in 
Indochina, and we had best face that fact. Even if we tried such a 
course, we would have to take it to Congress and fight for it like 
dogs, with very little hope of success. At the very least, also, we 
would have to be invited in by the Vietnamese." 

In reply to Radford and Allen Dulles, both of whom had ques· 
tioned the Planning Board's estimate that even if Dien Bien Phu 
fell a military cessation in Indochina was not "imminent," Eisen· 
hower said that the fall of Dien Bien Phu could not be considered a 
military defeat in view of the enemy's losses. Moreover, he again 
"expressed his hostility to the notion that because we might lose 
Indochina we would necessarily have to lose all the rest of South­
east Asia." He also " ... expres.<;e<! Warm approval for the idea of a 
political organization which would have for its purposes the de­
fense of Southeast Asia even if Indochina should be lost. In any 
case, the creation of such a political organization for defense would 
be better than emergency military action." 

At another point Eisenhower stated, "with great conviction," ac· 
cording to the notes of the meeting, "that we certainly could not 
intervene in Indochina and become the colonial power which suc­
ceeded France. The Associated States would certainly not agree to 
invite our intervention unless we had other Asiatic nations with 
us," 

Secretary Dulles supported Eisenhower's position. He said there 
was no need for the Council to decide at that time whether the 
U.S. should intervene in Indochina. "We know that under certain 
conditions Congress is likely to back us up. We should therefore 
place all our efforts on trying to organize a regional grouping for 
the defense of Southeast Asia prior to the opening of the Geneva 
Conference. If we can do so we will go into that Conference strong 
and united, with a good hope that we would come out of the Con­
ference with the Communists backing down." 

Dulles said that in the meeting ... -jth congressional leaders on 
April 3 it was apparent that Congress would not approve U.s. uni­
lateral intervention, and that it would approve armed intervention 
only if these three conditions were met: "One, U.S. intervention 
must be a part of a coalition to include the other free nations of 
Southeast Asia, the Philippines, and the British Commonwealth 
nations. Secondly, the French must agree to accelerate their inde­
pendence program for the Associated States so that there could be 
no question of U.S. support of French colonialism. Thirdly, the 
French must agree not to pull their forces out of the war if we put 
our forces in," 

Dulles said it would be a "hopeless fIght to try to overcome Con­
gressional opposition to U.S. armed intervention unless we met 
these three conditions. This was a plain fact which the Council 
could not overlook even if this fact involved an undesirable delay 
from the military point of view." 

Robert Cutler asked Dulles whether he proposed going to Con­
gress for approval of a regional pact prior to the Geneva Confer· 
ence. Dulles said he did not. Congress would not act until the orga­
nization had been created and the three conditions met. But he 
said he felt he already had enough support from Congress to under· 
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take such negotiations, on the assurance that if they were success­
ful Congress would approve the pact. 

Treasury Secretary Humphrey asked Secretary Dulles, ". . . if 
he succeeded in creating his proposed coalition and the United 
States adopted a policy of intervening every time the local Commu­
nist forces became strong enough to subvert free governments, 
would this not amount to a policy of policing all the governments 
of the world? 

"The President spoke sharply to Secretary Humphrey and point­
ed out that no free government had yet gone Communist by its 
own choice. Certainly the United States could no longer say that 
internal Communist SUbversion, as opposed to external Commu­
nist aggression, was nOne of our business. We have got to be a 
weat deal more realistic than that." Secretary Dulles added that 
' ... he continued to agree with the JCS view on this issue, namely, 
that we can no longer accept further Communist take-overs, whether 
accomplished by external or internal measures. We could no longer 
afford to put too fine a point On the methods." 

Humphrey persisted: "Secretary Humphrey again announced his 
very great anxiety over what looked to him like an undertaking by 
the United States to prevent the emergence of Communist govern­
ments everywhere in the world. He could see no tenninal point in 
such a process." lAdles replied that there was "no intention of 
havillij the United States police the governments of the entire 
world,' and Eisenhower "again speaking with great warmth," 
asked Humphrey for a "reasonable alternative," saying: 

Indochina was the first in a row of dominoes. If it fell its 
neighbors would shortly thereafter fall with it, and where did 
the process end? If he was correct, said the President, it would 
end with the United States directly behind the 8-ball. 
"George," said the President, "you exaggerate the case. Never­
theless in certain areas at least we cannot afford to let Moscow 
gain another bit of territory. Dien Bien Phu itself may be just 
such a critical point." That's the hard thing to decide_ We are 
not prepared nOW to take action with respect to Dien Bien Phu 
in and by itself, but the coalition program for Southeast Asia 
must go forward as a matter of the greatest urgency. If we can 
secure this regional grouping for the defense of Indochina, the 
battle is two-thirds won. This grouping would give us the 
needed popular support of domestic opinion and of allied gov­
ernments, and we might thereafter not be required to contem­
plate a unilateral American intervention in Indochina. 

Vice President Nixon emphasized the problem of coping with in­
direct, internal Communist aggression. "The United States," he 
said. "must decide whether it is prepared to take action which will 
be effective in saving free governments from internal Communist 
subversion. This was the real problem .... " He thought that the 
proposed regional grouping would be helpful against overt, exter­
nal Communist aggression, but he questioned whether it would be 
effective against subversion. He asked Dulles whether the proposed 
organization would provide a means for dealing with "local Com­
munist subversion," and Dulles said that it would. It would also be 
a way, Dulles added, of forcing colonial powers "to reexamine their 
colonial policy, which had proved so ruinous to our objectives. not 
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only in Asia, but in Egypt, Iran, and elsewhere. . . . The peoples of 
the colonial states would never agree to fight Communism unless 
they were assured of their freedom." 

On the next day (April 7), Radford's assistant (Navy Capt. George 
W. Anderson, Jr.) called on Dulles' assistant (Douglas MacArthur 
m to discuas what Anderson termed a "delicate matter," which he 
said Radford wanted to convey to Dulles.·' The Joint Advanced 
Study Committee of the JCS, Anderson said, had been looking into 
the use of atomic weapons at Dien Bien Phu, and had concluded 
that "three tactical A-weapons, properly employed, would be suffi­
cient to smash the Vietm!nh effort there ... •• Radford wanted to 
know whether the establishment of a regional pact would interfere 
with use of such weapons, or whether, once the pact was formed, 
the U.S. could get the French to agree to their use. MacArth ur 
raised a number of doubts and questions, but said he would report 
the matter to Dulles. (Dulles' reply was that he did not want to dis­
cuss the matter with Radford at that time. He did so subsequently, 
however.) 

Meanwhile, Army Chief of Staff Ridgway continued to argue 
against U.S. intervention in Indochina. In a memo to Radford on 
April 6 he said, "Such use of United States armed forces, apart 
from any local successes they might achieve, would constitute a 
dangerous strategic diversion of limited United States military ca­
pabilities, and would commit our armed forces in a non-decisive 
theatre to the attainment of non-decisive local objectives." If the 
situation in Indochina or eLsewhere in Southeast Asia required the 
use of U.S. forces, he added, the U.S., with the support of ita allies, 
should warn the Chinese, who were the major source of the power 
of the Viet Minh. that they would be destroyed if they did not 
cease providing such assistance.·' 

The Joint Strategic Plans Committee, however, took issue 
with Ridgway, caJIing his position "inconsistent" with NSC 5405. 
"Direct action against Communist China," the Committee said, had 
" ... many advantages from the strictly military point ov view," 
although there were also "obvious political disadvantages." •• 

Congress Debates Intervention 
The rumors of possible U.S. military action in Indochina had a 

predictable impact on Capitol Hill. The general reaction was that 
the U.S. should help to defend Southeast Asia against the Commu­
nists. but should be very wary about becoming involved in an anti­
coloniaJist struggle in Indochina. There was support for united 
action because it offered a way of responding to the situation multi­
laterally rather than through unilateral U.S. action. Most Mem­
bers also seemed to be aware that implicit in Dulles' March 29 
speech was the willingness of the U.S. to enter the Indochina war 
through the united action framework, and there was general sup­
port for going to war, if necessary to save Southeast Asia. provided 
that other nations carried their share of the burden. There was 
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even support, and fairly substantial support, for using U.S. ground 
forces, if need be, as part of a multilateral force. In other words, 
most Members of Congress seemed 00 accept the policy premises 
and the operational assumptions of the President and the executive 
branch. They may have been even more inclined than the Presi­
dent 00 consider using U.S. ground forces in Southeast Asia if that 
became necessary 00 soop the Communists, although they, too, 
wanted 00 avoid' another Korea."" 

Senaoor Guy Gillette (D/Iowal continued 00 be one of the few dis­
senters. In a speech on April [) he warned that " ... America is 
deepl1" dangerously, and perhaps inextricably involved in this 
area. ' The U.S. approach 00 the problem, he said, was based on the 
misconception that it was a military problem, rather than primari­
ly a political problem: "The root of it is nationalism-the demand 
of the people for freedom and independence." He urged that the 
U.8. declare its support for complete independence, and couple this 
with taking the issue 00 the U.N·' 

On April 6, the day the NSC met 00 confirm the decision 00 seek 
support for united action, there was a very significant prearranged 
colloquy in the Senate·' The lead speaker was Senaoor John F. 
Kennedy, who argued that in order for united action-which he 
supported-oo be effective, the people of Indochina and the peoples 
of Asia had 00 be committed 00 opposing the Communists, which in 
turn required action by the French granting the Indochinese com­
plete indeP.';'ndence. Without such indigenous and regional support, 
he said, 'the 'united action' which is said 00 be so desperately 
needed for vicoory in that area is likely 00 end up as unilateral 
action by our own country." 

These are some of the major points made by Kennedy: 
Certainly I, for one, favor a policy of a "united action" by 

many nations whenever necessary 00 achieve a military and 
political victory for the free world in that area, realizing full 
well that it may eventually require some commitment of our 
manpower. 

But 00 pour money. materiel, and men inoo the jungles of 
Indochina without at least a remote prospect of vicoory would 
be dangerously futile and self-destructive . 

• • • • • • • 
I am frankly of the belief that no amount of American mili­

tary assistance in Indochina can conquer an enemy which is 
everywhere and at the same time nowhere, "an enemy of the 
people" which has the sympathy and covert support of the 
people. 

• • • • • • • 
The hard truth of the matter is, first that without the whole­

hearted support of the peoples of the Associated States. with­
out a reliable and crusading native army with a dependable of­
ficer corps, a military vicoory, even with American support, in 

&~For confirmation of the uistenre of this .attitude, ae<e the artide by William S. White. Neu' 
York nm.es, Apr. 5, 1954 
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that area is difficult, if not impossible, of achievement; and, 
second, that the support of the people of that area cannot be 
obtained without a change in the contractual relationships 
which presently exist between the Associated States and the 
French Union. 

Kennedy pointed out that since the defeat of the Goldwater/Ken­
nedy amendment on July 1. 1953, and the announcement by the 
French on July 3, 1953 that they wanted to "perfect" the sovereign­
ty of the Associated States. 9 months had elapsed, during which 
there had been almost no progress toward negotiating such 
changes.·· ". . . if the French persist in their refusal to grant the 
legitimate independence and freedom desired by the peoples of the 
Associated States," Kennedy said. "and if those people and the 
other peoples of Asia remain aloof from the conflict, as they have 
in the past, then it is my hope that Secretary Dulles, before pledg­
ing our assistance at Geneva, will recognize the futility of channel­
ing American men and machines into that hopeless internecine 
struggle." 

Kennedy was congratulated on his speech by a number of Sena­
tors. Republicans aa well as Democrats, including Majority Leader 
Knowland. (Minority Leader Lyndon Johnson did not make any 
public comments.) Knowland said that he agreed with most of what 
Kennedy had said, especially the need for indigenous support and 
for the French to act on granting complete independence. Warren 
Magnuson (D/Waah.). who, it will be recalled, had been to Ind<r 
china in 1953, agreed that independence was important, but he 
warned that if the French were to declare independence and to 
withdraw, the Indochinese could not defend themselves and the 
area would go Communist. Dirksen, who had been on the trip with 
Magnuson, opposed sending U.s. troops, and agreed with the need 
for indigenoUl! support. But he urged restraint, and the setting of a 
target date for independence-he used five years as an illustra­
tion-rather than abrupt action which might cau.se the French to 
leave. thereby depriving the Indochinese of administrative cadres 
that would be needed until they could develop their own. 

Senator Stennis also emphaaized the importance of united action, 
which he said must be baaed on the Indochinese and Asian "will to 
flght": 

While there are conditions on which Congress 'wOUld vote to 
support united action, and I believe the people would back it 
up. I do not believe that Congress would ever vote, or should 
vote, to have the United States go in on a unilateral baais. It 
would have to be a united effort; not a token effort, but a real 
united effort. 

In other words, if there is not suffICient power and strength 
in Asia, or in some Asiatic country which is willing to take the 
chance, to stop communism, as we say, or give freedom, with 
some support from the other free nations of the world, then it 
is a lost cau.se, as I see it. Unless these conditions are brought 

U For the State Department PQSition on this situation see FRU8. 1952~1954, vol xm. 
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about we should not go in. To go in on a unilateral basis would 
be to go into a trap, It would be to send our men into a trap 
from which there could be no reasonable recovery and no 
chance for victory, 

Only one Senator, Henry Jackson (D/Wash,), mentioned the need 
for a congressional resolution: 

I think the people should be told in no uncertain terms that 
we cannot allow Indochina to faU into Communist hands, To do 
so would mean that we will lose Southeast Asia. . , . In my 
opinion, the Congress of the United States, Democrats and Re­
publicans, have a responsibility to support the administration 
in trying to save southeast Asia, I think the administration 
should come to Congress with a resolution stating in no uncer­
tain terms our wishes and aspirations for the people of Indo­
china and for all Asia and to outline the policy to be pursued 
. , , I do not believe we can wait much longer lest we lose 
southeast Asia to the Communist forces which are about to 
take over, 

Kennedy replied that the U.S. should not adopt a policy of inter­
vention "unless minimum guarantees for real independence have 
been made," Jackson agreed that it was essential to support indige­
nous desires for independence and freedom, but he thought that it 
was time for the President to present his proposals to Congress, 
and for Congress to act to support him, 

In addition to this kind of public debate, the issue of what the 
U.S. should do in Indochina was also being debated privately on 
Capitol Hill, and, as is often the case, the private debate may bave 
been more important in sbaping public policy, The most significant 
instance of this of which there is any knowledge may have been 
the discussion at the regular weekly meeting of the Senate Demo­
cratic Policy Committee, a group of about 12 of the more senior 
and influential Democrats from the various regions of the country, 
of which the Democratic leader, then Lyndon Johnson, was chait'­
man, This occurred on April 6, three days after the meeting of con­
gressional leaders with Dulles and Radford, George E. Reedy, Jr., 
an assistant to Johnson, who was one of only two non-Senators 
present, has given this account:.· 

It was a fascinating meeting, Walter George was there, and 
very obviously there to play the devil's advocate. and to argue 
that we should go into Indochina, Of course, Walter George 
was a very commanding personality in the Senate, Nobody 
liked to be disrespectful to him. And I have never seen a group 
of men explode like that, especially Bob Kerr [Oklahoma). 
George said something like, "If we don't go in we will lose 
face," and Bob Kerr slammed that big fist of his down on the 
table saying, "I'm not worried about losing my face; I'm wor­
ried about losing my ass," 

ellCRS Interview with George E. ReedY,. Jr, Mar. 29, ;979, 'The otbf!T non-SeMI.OF" participant 
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Reedy added that "When the thing was over, there was no doubt 
whatsoever where the Democratic Policy Committee stood. They 
were against it. And Johnson SO reported back to Eisenhower." 

TM British Oppose Intervention 
Meanwhile, Dulles began the process of consulting the British 

and others about united action. In a meeting in Washington on 
April 8, he told French Ambassador Henri Bonnet that it was 
" ... 'crazy' to think that the US would be drawn into a war without 
any political prearrangements of any kind or description in order 
to save one outpost such as Dien Bien Phu and when we were not 
attacked and were without Allies. He pointed out that we did not 
have an alliance with France in regard to Indochina. M. Bonnet 
concluded by saying that he knew our country and Congress well 
enough to know our poeition in this regard."?O 

From both Ambassador Dillon in Paris and his own assistant, 
Douglas MacArthur, Dulles also received advice concerning the at­
titude of the French toward united action, namely, that if the 
French could not negotiate an acceptable settlement in Geneva, 
they would try to "internationalize" the war, thus confronting the 
U.S. with the alternative of intervening Or having to accept a 
French deal with the Viet Minh. MacArthur said that the French 
assumed the U.S. had already decided to intervene, and he advised 
Dulles to make it clear that the U.S. would intervene only through 
united action.? 1 

On April 10, 1954, Dulles, Robertson. Bowie and MacArthur flew 
to London to try to persuade the British to become a united action 
partner. 

Dulles told British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden that "if 
some new element were not injected into the situation. he feared 
French might be disposed at Geneva to reach an agreement which 
would have the effect of turning Indochina over to the Commu­
nists." The "new element,H of course, was to be united action. 
During the discussion. according to a cable from Dulles to Under 
Secretary Smith, Eden "indicated a real willingness to consider de­
fense arrangements in SE Asia on the basis of united action but he 
is obviously against implementation of any coalition prior to 
Geneva." Eden was not certain that Indochina could be successful­
ly defended, however, and doubted whether additional sea and air 
support could tum the tide.7Z 

The U.S. delegation gave the British a draft declaration for a 
united action arrangement, by which the signatories would agree 
"That if the lands of any of them in the Southeast Asia and West­
ern Pacific area fell under the domination of international Commu­
nism that would be a threat to the peace and security of them all," 
and they would agree to create a collective defense arrangement 
"to prevent such threat," and to "maintain peace and security" in 
the region." 

70FRUS. 1952-1954, vol. XIII, p. 1292. 
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A British Foreign Office spokesman (Denis Allen, Assistant 
Under Secretary for Foreign Affairs) ". . . expressed great reserve 
and doubted that the UK would wish at this stage to issue such a 
declaration. He said that for UK internal political reasons as well 
as for general world opinion it was important not to take any de­
finitive action prior to Geneva which would give the impression 
that decisions had been made with respect to Southeast Asia which 
foreclosed the possibility of a successful negotiation on Indochina 
at Geneva." He also said that the U.S. draft "appeared to him a 
commitment to clean up the Communists in Indochina, and if the 
UK and others undertook such a commitment they would have to 
see it through successfully." He said that the British Joint Chiefs 
were less optimistic than some U.S. military leaders. such as Admi­
ral Radford. They thought that additional ground forces would be 
required to defend Indochina. and that this might precipitate a war 
with China, possibly involving atomic weapons, which could lead to 
a world war if the U.S.S.R. fulfilled its defense treaty with 
China." 

In the final joint communique the U.S. and Britain agreed on 
"an examination of the possibility of establishing a collective de­
fense, within the framework of the Charter of the United Nations. 
to assure the peace, security and freedom of Southeast Asia and 
the Western Pacific." Dulles cabled Eisenhower, "Believe accom­
plished considerable in moving the British away from their original 
position that nothing should be said or done before Geneva. . . . 
However, obviously, the British are extremely fearful of becoming 
involved with ground forces in Indochina, and they do not share 
the view of our military that loss of northern Vietnam would auto­
matically carry with it the loss of the entire area. They think mOre 
in terms of letting a buffer state be created in the north; then at­
tempting to hold the rest of the area by a south Asia NATO. This 
would !?ve Churchill the enlarged ANZUS which he has always 
sought. ' Dulles also reported that the British had agreed on estab­
lishing an informal working group in Washington to prepare for 
such a collective defense arrangement." 

On April 13, 1954, Dulles and his party flew to Paris for two days 
of talks with the French, after which a similar communique was 
issued." 

On April 14, there was another colloquy on Indochina in the 
Senate. Mansfield made the opening statement, which he titled 

"f/bui .. pp. 1311-1312. 
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"Last Chance in Indochina." He argued that the non-Communist 
countries had to establish, prior to the Geneva Omference, "the 
minimum conditions to prevent Communist seizure of Indochina 
without full-scale war." The U.S. had this "last chance" to keep the 
Conference from "ending in disaster." Criticizing the French for 
not giving complete independence to the Associated States (and the 
executive branch for not taking a stronger position on this point), 
as well as leaders such as Bao Dai for not providing adequate lead· 
ership, Mansfield proposed action to grant full independence to the 
Associated States and to permit the Indochinese to remain in the 
French Union only if they chose to do so. The "failure," he said, 
"lies not in the military but in the political realm ... failure to 
understand fully the power of nationalism in this struggle against 
communism." A number of other Senators agreed. Humphrey said 
it was important for Dulles to be aware of the strong support 
among Members of the Senate for Indochinese independence. John 
F. Kennedy said that united action was not the answer; that it was 
dubious whether guarantees to counter the Chinese would even be 
needed. The principal problem was indigenous-"an effective 
native army to meet other native armies." 

Mansfield's position was also strongly supported by Knowland, 
the RepUblican's own leader, and supposedly, therefore, the admin· 
istration's leader in the Senate, who again declared that the Indo­
chinese should be given their freedom, including the right to decide 
whether Or not to remain in the French Union. "No matter how 
powerful their friends abroad may be," Knowland said, "unless 
people desire freedom and have the will to resist, their resistance 
will not be effective .... "71 

During the colloquy, Mansfield stated that he thought Dulles was 
aware of the importance of satisfying nationalist political demands, 
and he believed that Dulles was doing something about the prob­
lem. Dulles was, in fact, meeting that day with French leaders in 
Paris, and during these talks he strongly emphasized the need for 
independence, including freedom of choice about belonging to the 
French Union. The reaction of the French was, in the words of For· 
eign Minister Georges Bidault, " ... French public and parliamen· 
tary opinion would not support the continuation of the war in Indo­
china if the concept of the French Union were placed in any doubt 
whatsoever.jlT8 

Vice President Nixon Says Troops Might Be Sent 
A few days later it was revealed that Vice President Nixon had 

suggested possible U.S. intervention in Indochina, and Congress re­
acted sharply. Nixon's remark. for attribution only to a "high Ad· 
ministration source," was made during a meeting of the American 
Society of Newspaper Editors on Friday, April 16, where he said 
that the U.S. might have to send in troops if the French with· 

HFo; the colloql,lY 8et! ell vol. 100, pp. 5111-5120. Except for Mansfield and Knowland. as 
well as Humphrey, no one on the FO~lgD Relations Commit~ joinf!d in the d.i.scussion. Only 
that morning the committee bad re:eived 8 military briefing from Admiral Radford, which con· 
tinued the follO'W'ing day {April 15", when it dealt Ilpecifir:ally with Indochina_ Both meetings 
Were In executive $e$5ion, but unfortunately the meeting of April 15 was totally off the record, 
and there is no known record of its contents. &:'" SFRC Hu. Ser .. voL VI.. pp. 21 J -211'. 
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drew." Senator Edwin ("Big Ed") Johnson (D/Colo.), calling it 
"Mr. Nixon's War," said that " ... as a guest at a private party in 
the company of a large number of Democratic Senators some weeks 
ago, I heard the Vice President, Mr. Nixon, 'whooping it up for 
war' in Indochina." He said he thought Nixon had been expressiug 
a private opinion, but that he felt free to speak now that the news 
of Nixon's remarks had been made public. "I am Blfainst sending 
American GI'. into the mud and muck of Indochina, ' he said, "on 
a blood-letting spree to perpetuate colonialism and white man's ex­
ploitation in Asia."o. 

Humphrey and Morse called on the administration to consult 
with Congress. This was particularly important, Morse said, in 
view of the fact that "the present times are such that if we ever 
get into another war it will be without a declaration of war .... " 
Leverett Saltonstall, chairman of the Senate Armed Services Com· 
mittee, replied that there had been no change in the administra­
tion's position with respect to the U.S. role in Indochina, and that 
there would be appropriate consultation if a change were made. 
Senator Gillette offered a resolution providing for Senate endorse­
ment of a request to the U.N. to consider the Indochina situation 
as a threat to peaces , 

Other Senators, including Knowland and Foreign Relations Com­
mittee Chairman Wiley, remarked to reporters that while they 
agreed with Nixon, they did not think the U.S. would have to send 
its forces, and that any action by Congress, would, in Knowland's 
words, "be influenced by what other nations would contribute to 
collective action."" Eisenhower himself did not take the incident 
too seriously. Sherman Adams said that "Nixon was mortified by 
the confusion he had caused, but Eisenhower, who was in Augusta 
[Georgia] at the time, called the Vice President on the telephone 
and told him not to be upset. Trying to cheer up Nixon, the Presi­
dent reassured him that the uproar over his comment had been all 
to the good because it awakened the country to the seriousness of 
the situation in Indochina."· 3 This was also Dulles' reaction, as he 
told Nixon in a telephone conversation. In another telephone con­
versation, Dulles told Senator H. Alexander Smith that he was 
strongly opposed to usiug U.S. ground forces in Asia, and that 
"Other things we can do are better." He added, "it was unfortu­
nate, but it will blow over.".' 

a ,VeU' York Times. Apt". 17, 18,20,1954. Acrording to FRUS, 1952-1954, vot XliI. p. 1346, 
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At the April 26 weekly meeting of Republican congressional lead· 
ers with the President, House Republican Leader Charles A. Hal· 
leck said, according to Nixon's memoirs, that Nixon's comments 
about sending troops " 'had really hurt: and that he hoped there 
would be no more talk of that type." Nixon said that the President 
" ... immediately stepped in and said he felt it was important that 
we not show a weakness at this critical time and that we not let 
the Russians think that we might not resist in the event that the 
Communists attempted to step up their present tactics in Indo­
china and elsewhere."·' 

On April 19, Dulles met with Eisenhower. Among the topics he 
discussed with the President was the Department of Justice paper 
on the President's war powers, which had been prepared in late 
March-early April in conjunction with the administration's consid· 
eration of using U.S. Armed Forces in Indochina. This is Dulles' 
memorandum of that part of their discussion:·· 

I said I thought it [Justice's memo) was unduly legalistic. I 
thought that the heart of the matter was that the Government 
of the United States must have the power of self·preservation. 
If Congress was in session and in a position to act to save the 
Union, concurrent action would be the preferred procedure. If 
the danger was great and imminent and Congress unable to 
act quickly enough to avert the danger, the President would 
have to act alone. 

The President agreed, stating that, in his judgment, the 
President would have to take the responsibility of carrying out 
the will of the people. If he made a mistake in this respect, 
then he was subject to impeachment, and repudiation by the 
Congress. The President thought, however, that it was unwise 
to ventilate this problem at the present time in view of Bricker 
Amendment problems. I said I wholly agreed. I had expressed 
my views merely as views which I thought should be in the 
background of the NBC thinking and planning. 

On April 20, Dulles left again for Europe and a NATO session 
prior to the Geneva Conference after meeting that morning with 
congressional leaders for a briefmg on Indochina, Geneva, and the 
status of united action. Those present were Republican Senators 
Knowland, Millikin, Saltonstall, Wiley, Bridges, and Bourke B. 
Hickenlooper (Jowa), and Democrats Lyndon Johnson, Clements, 
Russell, Green and Fulbright and, from the House, Republicans 
Chiperfield, Arends and James G. Fulton (Pa.) and Democrat 
Brooks Hays (Ark.). Unfortunately, there is apparently no record of 
that meeting.87 It would be interesting to know what was said, par· 
ticularly in view of the fact that on the previous day Dulles had 
complained privately to White House Press Secretary Hagerty 
about the lack of support from congressional leaders, especially 
Knowland and other Senators. Accordinl1 to Hagerty, Dulles said: 

We have the greatest President smce Washington-a mili· 
tary genius and a statesman who is trying to guide our country 

U R.\;. p. 153. 
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through a very delicate situation with war on both sides of the 
road we are taking. We must not give in to Communiste and 
we must keep our allies. That is a tough job. Why those people 
on the Hill cannot understand that and cannot back us up is 
more than I can understand. They are interested only in them­
selves and their own seat and apparently care nothing or less 
than nothing for our country. 

On the day Dulles left, Hagerty talked privately to Eisenhower: 
"Told him I was getting fed up with leaders not supporting us; that 
Knowland was trying to cut Dulles' heart out every time he had a 
chance and that other leaders, with the exception of Halleck, didn't 
have the guts to come out of the rain." The President agreed with 
this, as well as Hagerty's complaint about lack of support from the 
leadership for the administration's legislative program, and author­
ized Hagerty to prepare and release "a series of magazine articles 
and other publicity on this whole question."·· 

The French Again Request U.S. A irstrikes 
On April 22. 1954. Dulles met in Paris with Eden and Bidault for 

a further discussion of united action and of the Geneva Conference. 
at which he emphasized that " ... knowledge by the RWlSians that 
a common defense system was in prospect [united action] would 
strengthen our hand at Geneva and help convince the Soviets that 
they should come to a reasonable agreement."·· A key member of 
the State Department team for the Geneva Conference. Philip 
Bonsai, who was traveling with Dulles. threw considerable cold 
water, however, on the practicality of united action except as a ne­
gotiating posture. In a memo prepared on the day of Dulles' meet­
ing with Eden and Bidault, Bonsal said that the implication that 
the French had failed politically and militarily, and that American 
intervention was necessary in order to salvage the situation, would, 
if put into practice, have a devastating effect on the plans and ef­
forts of the French. Thus, he concluded:·o 

Every effort must be made to convince the French and the 
Vietnamese that a failure to achieve success within the 
present framework, a failure to furnish all the means neces­
sary to that end (including French conscripts and a major step­
ping up of American aid) would be suicidal from the point of 
view of French interests generally, of the interests of the cur­
rent Vietnamese regime and of free world interests in the Far 
East. The "united action" alternative, useful as it may be in 
improving the chances of a negotiated settlement, is a very 
poor second choice, if carried to the action stage. Its ultimate 
political success seems highly dubious both in terms of Indo-

UEigenhower Ubrary. Hagerty Diary for Apr 20, 1954. Hagerty's diary has now been pub. 
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china and in terms of South and Southeast Asia and the Far 
East generally. 

As it happened, the U.s. was already confronted with the kind of 
problem Bonsai feared might develop later. At an earlier meeting 
that same day with Dulles (accompanied by Radford and Ambassa· 
dor Dillon), Bidault (accompanied by General Ely) again requested 
U.s. military intervention at Dien Bien Phu. Such U.s. support, he 
said, was the only way to save the garrison, and if the garrison fell 
not only would the French reject united action, but "His impres· 
sion was that if Olen Bien Phu fell, the French would want to pull 
out entirely from southeast Asia .... "9' Dulles cabled the Presi· 
dent a report on the meeting, and Eisenhower replied that he un· 
derstood ". . . the feeling of frustration that must consume you. I 
refer particularly to our earlier efforts to get the French to ask for 
internationalization of the war, and to get the British to appreciate 
the seriousness of the situation of Olen Bien Phu and the probable 
result on the entire war of defeat at that place." He suggested that 
Dulles make the British fully aware of the situation, but in his 
reply he did not comment further on the French request. 

The next day (April 23), in the middle of an afternoon NATO 
meeting, Bidault gave Dulles a message which Prime Minister 
Laniel had just received from General Navarre, in which Navarre 
said that the only alternative to a cease-fire in Indochina was Op­
eration VAUTOUR, using U.S. heavy bombers (B-29s). Dulles re­
plied that he thought this was out of the question, but that he 
would report it urgently to Eisenhower." 

After conferring with Under Secretary Smith, the President reaf­
firmed the U.s. position, and rejected the French request. On the 
night of April 23, at an official dinner at the Quai d'Orsay (the 
French foreign office), Dulles drew Eden aside to tell him of Na· 
varre's cable, and, according to Eden, the two of them, along with 
Gen. Alfred M. Gruenther (NATO Supreme Commander) had "a 
brief conversation amid the expectant diners," during which Eden 
told Dulles that he did not think an airstrike would change the sit­
uation, and that it might precipitate world war III. Dulles, accord· 
ing to Eden, agreed that an airstrike would not be decisive, but he 
and Gruenther argued that if the French collapsed in Indochina 
they might collapse as a world power. Dulles, Eden said, told him 
that if the British would support the U.S. on this issue he was pre­
pared to recommend to the President that he ask Congress for au· 
thority to use U.S. air and naval forces in Indochina. As the con· 
versation ended, Eden asked that the U.s. consult the British 
before taking any military action, and Dulles agreed.·' 

t1lbu!.. \101. XIl1, p, 1362 
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Eden said in his memoirs, "I am fairly hardened to crises, but I 
went to bed that night a troubled man. I did not believe that any­
thing less than intervention on a Korean scale, if that, would have 
any effect in Indo-China. If there were such intervention, I could 
not tell where its consequences would stop. We might well find our­
selves involved in the wrong war against the wrong man in the 
wrong place. " .. 

The next day, Saturday, April 24, while the White House staff 
was on an hour's call to return to Washington, if need be,·' Dulles 
and Eden talked again. They were joined by Admiral Radford, who 
had just flown in from the States. Dulles said that in order to keep 
the French fighting in Indochina it was essential for the British 
and the Americans to join them under a collective action plan.'· 
But he did not propose an airstrike at Dien Bien Phu. This was 
"impossible constitutionally ... under existing conditions." 

Moreover, according to Admiral Radford, airstrikes at Dien Bien 
Phu would not, at that stage, save the garrison. He emphasized, 
however, that if the British and Americans announced their inten­
tion to join the French in defending Indochina, and began moving 
air units into the area, the French would have more of a will to 
continue fighting, and the French public would be less likely to 
demand a new government. 97 Eden's response was that "Political­
ly, ... intervention would be 'hell at home,' and that he could not 
imagine a worse issue with the public." 

In order to clarify the French position, Eden and Dulles met that 
afternoon with Bidault, who hedged on whether or not the French 
would withdraw from Indochina if Dien Bien Phu fell, but said that 
the French would appreciate assistance from the British and the 
U.S.·· 

Later that day Dulles met with Laniel for a further discussion of 
the French position. Laniel said that the French had asked the 
U.S. for military assistance because of their concern about the 
"psychological blow" if Dien Bien Phu fell. "He feared it would 
affect the morale of the Vietnamese army and if Vietnamese units 
began to desert it could upset the military equilibrium and lead 
rapidly to disaster. In France he was afraid that the loss of Dien 
Bien Phu would strengthen the hands of those who wished to end 
the war at all costs and he believes that his government . . . will 
probably be overthrown."" 

Dulles told Laniel that the U.s. was doing all it could, short of 
belligerency, and that " ... under our Constitution the President 
did not have the authority to authorize acts of belligerency without 
the approval of the Congress except in the case of an attack on the 
US. Action in Indochina would definitely require Congressional ap­
proval." Dulles said that, if desired by the French, the President 

t4FuU Cm::k. p 114 
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was prepared to ask for such authority on the condition that the 
British also join, and that Indochina be given complete independ­
ence. He added that he hoped that such an alliance could be 
formed. and that "in a few weeks" the U.S. and Britain would send 
military forces to help the French.' 00 After the meeting with Dulles and BMault, Eden flew to London to consult Churchill, and 
in his memoirs he said that he received late that evening a mea­
sage from Denis Allen stating that " ... Bidault was, on reflection, 
far from enthusiastic about the American proposals. If Dulles 
pressed the matter, it was probable that Bidault would advise 
Laniel not to accept American intervention.'" 0' 

Later that evening (April 24), Eden conferred with Churchill, 
who agreed that it would be a mistake for the British to join the 
U.S. in sending forces to Indochina. "Sir Winston summed up the 
position by saying that what we were being asked to do was to 
assist in misleading Congress into approving a military operation, 
which would in itself be ineffective, 8-'1d might well bring the world 
to the verge of a major war." Both men agreed that a partition of 
Indochina was the beet that could be hoped for, but that once an 
agreement was reached in Geneva, the British would join in guar­
anteeing that settlement through a collective defense plan. 

On Sunday morning, April 25, the British Cabinet approved this 
po!!ition unanimously. Several hours later, however, according to 
his memoirs, Eden says he received word from the French Ambas­
sador that the U.S. now proposed that if the British could agree to 
a united action declaration, 1!:iaenhower would ask Congress for au­
thority to act, and .!;;~~Xlanes would strike at Dien Bien Phu on 
April 28. The Am or said that the U.S. Government had 
urged the French to get the British to agree to this scheme. The 
Cabinet was called back into an emergency session, and rejected 
the proP08al.. '0' Eden then flew to Geneva, where he met that 
night (.April 25) with Dulles. He reported on the British po!!ition, 
and concluded by saying, "None of us in London believe that inter­
vention in Indochina can do anything." Dulles replied that unless 
the French could be given some hope of help from the British and 
Americans they would be unwilling to continue after the loss of 
Dien Bien Phu.' os 

The Geneva Conference opened the next day, April 26, 1954. (The 
ftrst item on ite agenda was the Korean settlement.) In Washington 
that same day, at the weekly meeting of Republican congressional 
leaders, Eisenhower disclll'l!ll!d the situation in Indochina and U.S. 
efforts tQ~ sl!Pport for united action. He said he did not think 
U.S. ground forces woula have to be used, but that if U.S. "allies 
go back on us, then we would have one terrible alternative-we 
would have to attack with everything we have." The U.S., he said, 
" ... must keep up pressure for collective security and show deter­
mination of free world to opJlOl!e chipping away of any part of the free 
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world. . . . Where in the hell can you let the Communists chip 
away any more. We just can't stand it."'o, 

One of the congressional leaders at the meeting said that the ad­
ministration would be criticized if it did not warn about the danger 
of "Ioaing" Indochina. Eisenhower agreed, recalling what had been 
said about the Democrats in the case of China, and he "asserted 
our determination to lead the free world into a voluntary associa­
tion which would make further Communist encroachment impossi­
ble."lo5 

That afternoon (April 26), Under Secretary Bedell Smith, at 
Dulles' suggestion, held an important briefing at the State Depart­
ment for members of the Far East Subcommittees of the Foreign 
Relations and Foreign Affairs Committees' 06 In a brief cable to 
Dulles, which is the only published record of the meeting, Smith 
reported: "I was actually surprised by the restrained gravity of all 
who participated. With nO carping questions or criticisms, there ap­
peared to be full realization of the seriousness of the situation, and 
among the Congressional group there was open discussion of the 
passage of resolution authorizing use of air and naval strength fol­
lowing a declaration of common interest, with, or possibly even 
without British participation." 

It was apparent that these key members of the foreign policy 
committees were coming around to the point of view held, as will 
be seen, by Under Secretary Smith if not by Dulles or the Presi­
dent himself. Smith seems to have decided that the U.S. might 
have to intervene, or at least threaten to intervene, without British 
support, in order to bolster the French and to keep the Commu­
nists guessing as to what U.S. intentions might be. 

Among other Members of Congress, however, especially the con­
servatives of both parties, there was a growing fear of U.S. military 
involvement, and of having Congress placed in the position of 
having to acquiesce in Executive action. This concern surfaced in a 
brief debate in the House of Representatives on April 28 on an 
amendment offered by a conservative Republican, Frederic R. Cou­
dert, Jr. (N.YJ to the defense appropriations bill for FY 1955. 

Coudert spoke briefly on April Zi, saying that he was going to 
offer the following amendment the next day: 

None of the funds appropriated by this act shall be available 
for any of the expenses of maintaining uniformed personnel of 
the United States in armed conflict anywhere in the world: 
Provided. That this prohibition shall not be applicable with re­
spect to armed conflict pursuant to a declaration of war or 
other express authorization of the Congress or with respect to 
armed conflict occasioned by an attack on the United States, 
its Territories, or possessions, or attack on any nation with 
which the United States has a mutual defense or security 
treaty. 

Ultlbid.., vol. xm. p. 1411 and vo!' XVI. pcp. 599-600 
lO$fbU!. vol. xm, p. 141:.t 
IOtl[M. vol. X\1. p. 574. From the Senate there were R.epublic.tlQS H. Aleunder Smith, Hick· 

enlooper, and Langer, and Democrats Fulbright. Gillette and Mansfield. From the House theN 
'ftrtl' Republicans C'hiperfwJd. VOT}'1l,. Fulton and Smith of Wisconsin, and Democrats A. S. J. 
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On April 28, Eisenhower again stated in a press conference that 
the United States would not go to war except through "the consti­
tutional process which, of course, involves the declaration of war 
by Congress." But when aaked about the Coudert amendment he 
said he opposed action by Congress that might interfere with his 
emergency powers: ". . . in this day and time when you put that 
kind of artificial restriction upon the Executive, you cannot fail to 
damage his flexibility in trying to sustain the interests of the 
United States wherever necessary."107 

When he offered his amendment during House debate that after­
noon, Coudert expressed disappointment that the President had 
opposed it, noting that all he waa proposing was that Congress 
" ... take at face value the declaration of our great President, Mr. Ei­
senhower, that he will not and would not commit the United States 
to armed intervention in Indochina without the approval of Con­
gress." He said, "All this amendment will do will be to prevent, by 
limiting the right to use the funds. any more Koreaa entered into 
irresponsibly by any President without the participation of Con­
gress and solely upon his own individual responsibility," He added 
that he had first introduced a similar amendment early in 1951 
(his Waa the first proposal offered in what then became the "Great 
Dehate" in the Senate), which "baa been reposing quietly in a pi­
geonhole of the Committee on Armed Services for these 3% long 
years," and that the only option he had was to offer it as a prohibi­
tion on an appropriations bill. 

The proposal was very strongly attacked by many of the power­
ful Members of the House. and of the Foreign Affairs Committee. 
from both parties, and on division it was defeated 37-214. The Re­
publican majority leader, Halleck. joined by John Taber eR/N. YJ, 
chairman of the Appropriations Committee, Clarence A. Cannon 
(D/Mo.), the ranking Democrat on Appropriations, as well as Re­
publicans Vorys, Judd, and Javits from the Foreign Affairs Com­
mittee, were among those who assailed the amendment, calling it 
misleading. confusing. divisive, and dangerous. It is especially in­
teresting that Javits should have taken this position. given his 
leadership in later years of the War Powers Resolution. 

Vorys reported that the Foreign Affairs Committee had met 
briefly that morning to consider the amendment, and had voted 
unanimously to oppose the amendment, in part because it fell 
under the jurisdiction of the Foreign Affairs Committee which, he 
said, was considering legislation of that type. , •• (There is no indi­
cation that the committee Waa doing so.) 

Coudert was supported by only a few Members, the most notable 
of whom was Graham A. Barden (D/N,C,), a senior Member of the 
House and a staunch conservative. Barden said that the amend­
ment, while not "perfect," gave the House, for the first time, the 
opportunity to vote on a meaaUre intended to insure that Congress, 
and only Congress, except in an emergency, could commit the 
nation to war. "It hurts me," he said, "to be asked a thousand 

[01 Public Popers oftlu: i7eaitkf1u, Dwight o. Ei&enl'lower. 1954. pp. 427, 429 
H). AccordinI to the records of the FONign Affairs Committee. tbere W88 no verbatim tran· 

acript of this meeting of the committee on tbe morning of April 28, 1954. 
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questions about Indochina and about when our boys are going to 
war .... " 

On the same day (April 28) as the House debate, the NSC held its 
weekly meeting, and there was a long discussion of what the U.S. 
should do in relation to Indochina.'oo Allen Dulles summarized a 
new national intelligence estimate on the consequences of the fall 
of Dien Bien Phu, in which the entire intelligence community con­
cluded that it would be "very serious but not catastrophic." Admi­
ral Radford said he thought the conclusions were too optimistic. 

Under Secretary Smith then reported on the Geneva Conference, 
where Dulles had been continuing to confer, without much success, 
with the British and French, as well as the Russians. Smith read a 
cable he had just received from Dulles, who concluded by saying, 
"The decline of France, the great weakness of Italy, and the consid­
erable weakness in England create a situation where I think that if 
we ourselves are clear as to what should be done, we must be pre­
pared to take the leadership in what we think is the right course, 
having regard to long-range US interest which includes importance 
of Allies. I believe that our Allies will be inclined to follow, if not 
immediately, then ultimately, strong and sound leadership." But 
he added that he was not suggesting "that this is the moment for a 
bold or war-like course. I lack here the US political and NSC judg­
ments needed for overall evaluation.""O Smith said that this posi­
tion appealed to him. 

The President disagreed with what seemed to be the implication 
of Dulles' statement: ". . . in spite of the views of the Secretary of 
State about the need of leadership to bring the French and British 
along, he did not see how the United States, together with the 
French, could intervene with armed forces in Indochina unless it 
did so in concert with some other nations and at the request of the 
Associated States themselves. This seemed quite beyond his com­
prehension."lll 

Admiral Radford then reported to the NSC on his discussions in 
Europe, and on the desperate situation of the garrison at Dien Bien 
Phu. His report had an obvious impact on the members of the 
Council. The notes of the meeting state that after he spoke there 
was a "brief interval of silence." At that point, Harold Stassen 
(former member of the U.S. Delegation to the San Francisco Con­
ference on the U.N., as well as former Republican Governor, then 
head of the Foreign Operations Administration) said he thought 
that". . . if the French folded, and even if the British refused to go 
along with us, the United States should intervene alone in the 
southern areas of Indochina in order to save the situation." He rec­
ognized that Congress would have to approve, but he thought that 
if part of Indochina could be defended the U.S. would have a better 
chance of defending the rest of Southeast Asia. 

IO·FRUS, 1952-1954, vol. xm. pp. 1431-1445. 
IloIbuL. vol. XV], p. 607 
IIIOf related interest is the April 29 memorandum for Dulles from Li' .. ingeton Merchant, .As­

sistant Secretary of State for European Affairs, then a special adviser to the U.S. delegation at 
Geneva. in which he concluded that the preconditioIlB for U.S. military intervention in Indo­
ch.i&:l.a could not be mel, and that "the odds are overwhelmingly in favor of the loss of Indochina 
to the Communists:· He recommended that the U.S. work on establishing a coalition to save the 
rest of Southeast Asia. Ibid.., p 620. 
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Again. Eisenhower disagreed. "It was all well and good," he said 
in part, "to state that if the French collapsed the United States 
must move in to save Southeast Asia, but if the French indeed col­
lapsed and the United States movt'd in, we would in the eyes of 
many Asiatic peoples merely replace French colonialism with 
American colonialism." He also wondered where the U.S. would 
get the forces to replace those withdrawn by the French. Stassen 
replied that he thought the Indochinese would welcome U.S. assist­
ance, and that the phased withdrawal of the French would enable 
the U.s. to replace them. 

"The President remained skeptical in the face of Governor Stas­
sen's argument, and pointed out our belief that a collective policy 
with our allies was the only posture which was consistent with U.S. 
national security policy as a whole. To go in unilaterally in Indo­
china or other areas of the world which were endangered, amount­
ed to an attempt to police the entire world. If we attempted such a 
Course of action, using our armed forces and going into areas 
whether we were wanted or not, we would soon lose all our signifi­
cant support in the free world. We should be everywhere accused of 
imperialistic ambitions ... to him the concept of leadership im­
plied associates. Without allies and associates the leader is just an 
adventurer like Genghis Khan." 

Later in the same exchange, Stassen said, " ... it would be im­
possible to let the Communists take over Indochina and then try to 
save the rest of the world from a similar fate. This was the time 
and the place to take our stand and make our decision."'12 Eisen­
hower replied that before he made such a decision, and committed 
6,8, 10 or more U.S. divisions to Indochina, "he would want to ask 
himself and all his wisest advisers whether the right decision was 
not rather to launch a world war. . he would earnestly put 
before the leaders of the Congress and the Administration the 
great question whether it wl)uld not be better to decide on general 
war and prepare for D-Day," rather than "frittering away our re­
sources in local engagements." "If OUr allies were going to fall 
away in any case, it might be better for the United States to leap 
over the smaller obstacles and hit the biggest one with all the 
power we had. Otherwise we seemed to be merely playing the 
enemy's game-getting ourselves involved in brushfire wars in 

• Burma, Afghanistan, and God knows where." 
Under Secretary Smith, supported by Vice President Nixon, sug­

gested that there was a way of becoming involved in Indochina 
that would avoid the extremes of doing nothing or doing too much. 
He proposed that the U.S. consider undertaking airstrikes to sup­
port the French, as they had requested, even if Dien Bien Phu 
should fall. This might encourage the French to keep' fighting, and 
also enable the U.S. to assume more of the responSibility, such as 
training indigenous troops. "If it were possible to prevent a col­
lapse of the French will, and to keep a training plan for the indige­
nous forces alive by means of a U.S. training mission and by U.S. 
airstrikes, we might ultimately save the situation in Indochina 
without being obliged to commit U.S. ground forces." Smith added 

,UFor a full statement of StasGen's posItion ~ his letter to Dulles on MOlY 3, 197>4, in iOw., 
vvl XlII. pp 1463-14~r;-
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that "General Navarre, however, would have to go. He had proved 
incompetent. We should also have to have absolute assurance from 
France for the complete independence of the Associated States." 

Smith said that although the U.S. "could not go into Indochina 
alone," even in the absence of the British it might be possible to 
get enough allies in Asia to satisfy the "concerted action" princi­
ple. 

The President agreed that this plan might be feasible, and said 
that if the French proved that they would be willing to stay and 
fight, even if they lost at Dien Bien Phu, he would agree to ask 
Congress to consider the idea. The Council then agreed that, de­
spite the British position, the U.s. should continue seeking a basis 
for united action, The President ended the meeting with this warn­
ing: "If we wanted to win over the Congress and the people of the 
United States to an understanding of their stake in Southeast Asia. 
let us not talk of intervention with U.S. ground forces. People were 
frightened, and were opposed to this idea." 

Eisenhower's position on the Indochina situation was candidly 
summarized in a letter on April 26. 1954, to his old friend Gen. 
Alfred Gruenther, NATO Supreme Commander. who had been his 
Chief of Staff when he was Supreme Commander, He said in 
part:' 13 

. . . While I had practically abdicated, I had not before 
known of your personal views with respect to the astonishing 
proposal for unilateral American intervention in Indo-China. 
Your adverse opinion exactly parallels mine. 

As you know. you and I started mOre than three years ago 
trying to convince the French that they could not win the Indo­
China war and particularly could not get real American suJ>­
port in that region unless they would unequivocally pledge in· 
dependence to the Associated States upon the achievement of 
military victory. Along with this-indeed as a corollary to it­
this Administration has been arguing that no Western power 
can go to Asia militarily. except as one of a concert of powers. 
which concert must include local Asiatic peoples. 

To contemplate anything else is to lay ourselves open to the 
charge of imperialism and colonialism or-at the very least-of 
objectionable paternalism. Even, therefore, if we could by some 
sudden stroke assure the saving of the Dien Bien Phu garrison, 
I think that under the conditions proposed by the French the 
free world would lose more than it would gain. Neither the 
British nor the French would now agree with the coalition 
idea-though for widely differing reasons. Consequently, we 
have had to stand by while the tactical situation has grown 
worse and worse. Now, unless there should be a sudden devel­
opment of discouragement on the part of the enemy, it looks as 
if Dien Bien Phu could scarcely survive . 

• • • • • • • 
In any event, it is all very frustrating and discouraging, but 

I do believe as follows: 

lUlbid., pp 1419-1421 
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(a) That the loss of Dien Bien Phu does not necessarily 
mean the loss of the Indo-China war. 

(b) The heroic exploits of the French garrison (which are 
all the more wonderful in view of the weak support they 
have had from Paris) should be glorified and extolled as in­
dicative of the French character and determination. 

(c) We should all (United States, France, Thailand, 
United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, et al.) begin 
conferring at once on means of successfully stopping the 
Communist advances in Southeast Asia. 

(d) The plan should include the use of the bulk of the 
French Army in Indo-China. 

(e) The plan should assure freedom of political action to 
Indo-Chlna promptly upon attainment of victory. 

(n Additional ground forces should come from Asiatic 
and European troops already in the region. 

(gl The gpneral security and peaceful purposes and aims 
of such a concert of nations should be announced public­
ly-as in NATO. Then we possibly wouldn't have to tIght. 

In its meeting later that day (April 28), the NSC Planning Board 
discussed the earlier NSC meeting, and, among other things, decid­
ed that " ... it is impossible to meet the President's requirement 
that the indigenous peoples invite and actively desire U.S. inter­
vention. (This has been told to President.l" 

The Board also considered the question of atomic weapons, which 
the summary of the meeting referred to as "new weapons." Later, 
Cutler discussed this with Eisenhower and Nixon, who took the p0-

sition that such weapons would not be effective in the area around 
Dien Bien Phu, but that the U.S. might consider offering some 
"new weapons" to the French. They also agreed that the key policy 
goal remained the development of a collective defense arrange­
ment,!l4 

The Final Decision Not to Intervene at Dien Bien Phu 
By May 5, 1954, the size of the ground area still controlled by the 

French Union garrison at Dien Bien Phu had shrunk to the equiva­
lent of a baseball field, within which 3,000 defenders who were able 
to fight (almost half of those still living had been wounded) contin­
ued fighting against what were by then overwhelming odds. "There 
was a clear realization that they, the last 3,000 men-the French 
and Vietnamese paratroopers, Foreign Legionnaires, and Mrican 
cannoneers-literally represented all that stood between defeat and 
stalemate in the Indochina war. The main theme repeated through­
out the shrinking fortress was 'they simply can't let us lose the 
war.' "115 

On the morning of May 5, Dulles, back from ~neva, joined the 
President for a meeting at the White House at which Dulles re­
viewed with Eisenhower the entire course of negotiations on united 
action since his speech of March 291 '. He blamed both the British 

lU/buL, pp" 144;-U48. 
)UFall. Hell In a Vi'ry Smo.lI Pla.ct!. p. 371. 
j "FRUS. 1952-1954. vol. xm, pp. 1466-1470. 
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and the French for undercutting the V.s. position, and said that 
Congress would be angry with both countries if it lmew the truth 
about what had happened. He said that the British were motivated 
by reactions from their Commonwealth countries. particularly 
India. as well as by their fear of the consequences of V.8. military 
action. The French, he said, had resisted all V.S. efforts to "inter­
nationalize" the war, as well as V.S. efforts to encourage independ­
ence for Indochina. He added that the French had never formally 
asked for V.S. airstrikes at Dien Bien Phu-that there had been 
"one or two oral and informal requests." "What the French fear." 
he said, "is if the VS is brought into the struggle, France will not 
have a free hand to 'sell out and get out: " 

The position of the British, Dulles said, was to divide Vietnam, 
and then to create a regional defense grouping that would attempt 
to defend the non-Communist position. together with Laos, Cambo­
dia, and the rest of Southeast Asia. He said he doubted whether 
the Communists would agree to such a division, however. Their 
strategy would be to have all foreign troops removed, followed by 
an election. "In such an event." Dulles added, "all of Vietnam 
would be lost. except perhaps some enclave." 

Dulles concluded by saying, ". . . conditions did not justify the 
VS entry into Indochina as a belligerent at this time." "The Presi­
dent firmly agreed." "The President commented that our allies 
were willing to let us pull their chestnuts out of the fire, but will 
let us be called imperialists and colonialists." 

Dulles said he concurred with the action of the NSC at its April 
28 meeting in continuing to organize the regional grouping as rap­
idly and with as many members as possible. 

That afternoon (May 5), Dulles and several of his State Depart­
ment associates held a 1112 hour briefing at the Department for 
congressional leaders and chairmen and ranking members of the 
foreign policy and armed services committees of both Houses of 
Congress. 11 7 (It should be noted that in the series of congressional 
consultations on Indochina that began in March, this was the first 
meeting in which the committees as well as the leadership were in­
cluded. The meeting of April 3 had consisted only of leaders, and 
representation at the meeting of April 26 was entirely from the for­
eign policy committees.) 

Dulles repeated the general presentation he had made to the 
President, beginning with his speech of March 29 on united action. 
He also discussed the two "informal" requests for V.S. airstrikes, 
and the events that finally led to the failure to achieve agreement 
on united action prior to the Geneva Conference. He said he had 
reached three conclusions-first, that the Vnited States should not 
intervene in Indochina unless V.S. preconditions had been met. 
Second, the V.S. should seek to establish a Southeast Asia defense 
arrangement as soon as possible. He added that partition of Viet-

Ill/bid" pp. 1471-1477 and \rOt XVl pp. 706-71)8. Present were, from tM SeIlBte. Republicans 
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nam did not appear likely, and that there would probably be a 
withdrawal of all foreign troops, followed by a coalition govern­
ment and a general election, "all of which would probably result in 
the loss of Vietnam to the Communists." Third, the U.s. should not 
"write of!" the British and French as allies. 

The discussion was friendly. There were a number of critical 
comments about the British, in particular, but generally the Mem­
bers of Congress who were present were in complete agreement 
with the administration's handling of the situation and plans for 
the future. 

Senate Minority Leader Lyndon Johnson asked one of the few 
questions that were raised during the course of the meeting. When 
Dulles said he thought the first request from the French for a U.S. 
airstrike had heen based on General Ely's impression, after his trip 
to Washington, that the U.S. would intervene, Johnson asked 
whether Ely had gotten this impression from the Pentagon or from 
Dulles. "The Secretary replied that he had definitely not gotten it 
from him and that he didn't believe he could accurately say from 
whom he had gotten it." 

Although Johnson was less active in the meeting of May 6 than 
in the meeting of April 3, he was continuing to show considerable 
interest in U.S. policy toward Indochina, and its ramifications for 
his position in the Senate and in national politics. This was not an 
easy task, however, caught as he was between political differences 
among Senate Democrats as well as among his friends and political 
supporters outside the Senate. He was being urged to resist inter­
vention, but he was a.)SQ being urged by some influential friends to 
take a stronger stand in defense of Indochina. On April 29, two of 
these close friends and advisers, James Rowe, Jr., a prominent 
Washinlrton lawyer and former top Roosevelt staff member, and 
Philip Gr!iliam, publisher of the Washington Post, sent Johnson a 
long letter about Indochina. l !. The letter, signed by Rowe, said, "A 
couple of your admirers, one Philip Graham and I, have heen dis­
cussing the fate of the world in open-mouthed despalr. The only 
conclusion we were able to reach was that Lyndon Johnson might 
be able to do something about it. We do not regard that as a hope­
ful possibility but the alternatives are so despairing we think it is 
worth a try. 

"It seems to us that Indochina is so desperate in terms of the 
future of the world, and particularly of the United States, that ev­
erything else should be put aside. At this !'Oint, it does no lIood to 
recount the abysmal performance of the Eisenhower Admmistra­
tion in the past few weeks. The only thing that is worthy of com­
ment about all the incredible statements that have heen made is 
that it is clear the Administration is in panic, very much like a 
neurotic personality when the pressures get too great and that that 
panic is slowly communicating itself to the American people." 

Rowe said that there were three possibilities facing the U.S.: 
L Indochina will be lost to the Communists because the 

French and the British would accept terms favorable to the 
Communists, with the United States, in effect, not participat-

II-Lyndon R John.son Library, Staff Fila; ()f Dorothy Territo, LBJ-A, Select Namee. (empha· 
sis in originall 
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i.ng at all. The United States cannot participate because the 
United States SelUlte has completely and effectively tied the 
hands of John Foster Dulles behind his back-and the world 
knows it. 

2. If the United States determines not to accept this diplo­
matic defeat, which is nOw occurring at Geneva, the second 
possibility is war. Many Americans, for good reasons and for 
bad reasons, think that time has come. I personally am in­
clined to prefer this to the first possibility (only because I re­
member the road from Munich only too well). I would guess 
that Radford would prefer this and hopea that he could keep 
the war localized but is willing, as anyone who prefers this p0s­
sibility must be, to accept the fact that it might be necessary to 
extend it to China and to Russia and ultimately to atomic and 
hydrogen war. But if there is any way to avoid this most 
frightful alternative-which undoubtedly means the end of civ­
ilization and you know it-it should be tried. That leads to: 

3. NegotiatIOns. The Senate must give the Secretary of State 
room to negotiate. WhlJe Graham may be chameleon in his p0-
litical life, you know that I am an intense Democratic partisan 
on both domestic and foreign policy. If there is any man whom 
I have thoroughly despised in twenty years of observation in 
W.shington it is John Foster Dulles. You may, therefore, 
measure my concern over the world when I try to convince you 
it is imperative that Dulles be given this necessary room for 
maneuver. 

I would not be so brash as to suggest how much room to ne­
gotiate he should have. I know that today, due solely to the in­
stitution of which you are a member, he has none. And the 
United States, because of the Senate, is no more effective in 
the world than a fifth rate power like the Dominican Republic. 
The most, I suppose, that Dulles should ever be given (and I 
am not sure about that) is to trade out a UN seat for Red 
China for something substantial. He should also be given, with 
his bargaining power, the power to say to Russia and to China 
that this is their last best hope and that the next step means 
war. 

This is tough talk, I know. But either of the other two possi­
bilities are infinitely worse-the loss of Indochina, and there­
fore of all Asia, or total war. 

There is no available information on Johnson's reaction to the 
letter, but several days later (May 6, 1954 the day after the State 
Department meetingl, he made the following statement during the 
COUrse of a speech to a Democratic fund·raising dinner in Washing­
ton!119 

What is American policy on Indochina? 
All of us have listened to the dismal series of reversals and 

confusions and alarms and excursions which have emerged 
from Washington over the past few weeks. 

We have been caught bluffing by our enemies, our friends 
and Allies are frightened and wondering, as we do, where we 
are headed. 
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We stand in clear danger of being left naked and alone in a 
hMile world. 

Dien Bien Phu Falls and the Us. Again Considers Intervening in 
Indochina 

The NBC held its weekly meeting on May 6. and Dulles repeated 
for the Council the information he had given the President and 
congressional leaders. He also mentioned, among other things, that 
the French were preparing to propose a cease-fire in Indochina. 

Robert Cutler brought up a related subject on which the DCB 
(Operations Coordinating Board) of the NBC had been working 
since January. This was a proposal for creating an "international 
volunteer air group" for combat in Southeast Asia. This group, 
which would consist of U.S. and other volunteers. would be 
equl/i'ped with three squadrons of F -86 fighters. "Secretary Dulles 
inqUired whether the proposed air group would be under the ulti· 
mate control of the President. Mr. Cutler replied in the negative, 
indicating that we would have no responsibility for the grouf' 
which would be developed along the lines of General Chennault 8 
'Flying Tigers' in the second World War. This would mean, said 
Secretary Dulles, that our volunteers could join the air group with· 
out Congressional approval. The answer seemed to be in the affirm· 
ative." 120 

The next morning, Dulles met with Eisenhower to go over the de­
cisions of the May 6 NBC meeting and the views expressed at the 
meeting of the Planning Board which, as usual, followed the NBC 
meeting.'" Cutler reported that some members of the Board~rin. 
cipally military members, were opposed to the French pro for 
a cease-ftre. (The principal Defense member of the Planning Board 
was General Bonesteel, who. at that stage at least, believed that 
Asia might be "1M" to the Communists if the U.S. did not inter· 
vene in Indochina. He proposed two regional groupings, the smaller 
of which. composed of France, the U.S., the Associated States, Thai· 
land and the Philippines, would be the instrumentality through 
which the U.8. would intervene while organizing the larger group­
ing.P" These Board members argued that this would destroy the 
will to fight of the French and the Vietnamese, and that the Com· 
munists would "covertly evade cease-fire controls." Instead, they 
proposed that, "as a last act to save Indochina," Congress should be 
asked to approve U.S. military intervention if the French agreed to 
these five conditions: 

a. grant of genuine freedom for Associated States. 
b. US take major responsibility for training indigenous 

forces. 
c. US share responsiblity for military planning. 
d. French forces to stay in the fight and no requirement of 

replacement by US forces. 
e. (Action under UN auspices?) 

U:OFRflS. 1952-1954, vol. xm. p. 1491. At least ~hroo of the acllonll taken by the NSC at that 
m~ing have been deleted from the published tex'L Judging by a "note" in the portion of the 
ten which was published, hO"flle\'eT, one of these would appear to have dealt with atomie wt':8p' 
one, See p. 1492 of ibid. 

IlllbuJ.., pp. 1495-1498. 
lUSee his memoranda in PP, OOD 00 .• book 9. pp. 442, 460-461. 
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Cutler also summarized the objections to this plan that were 
raised by other members of the Board: 

a. No French Government is now competent to act in a last­
ing way. 

b. There is no indication France wants to "internationalize" 
the conflict. 

c. The US proposal would be made without the prior assur­
ance of a regional grouping of SEA States, a precondition of 
Congress; although this point might be added as another condi­
tion to the proposal. 

d. US would be "bailing out colonial France" in the eyes of 
the world. 

e. US cannot undertake alone to save every situation of trou­
ble. 

Eisenhower did not disagree with the idea of presenting the pro­
posal for U.S. intervention to the French as an alternative to a 
cease-fire, but he said that if this were done". . . it should also be 
made clear to the French as an additional precondition that the US 
would never intervene alone, that there must be an invitation by 
the indigenous people, and that there must be some kind of region­
al and collective action." 

Late on the morning of May 7, 1954, the news came that Dien 
Bien Phu had fallen, and its 8,000-10,000 living defenders, (of the 
original 15,0(0), 40 percent of them wounded, had been taken cap­
tive. Upon hearing this news, Members of Congress, especially in 
the Senate, expressed various sentiments, but they all agreed that 
the defenders had fought valiantly, and that Dien Bien Phu should 
not be considered as a defeat. Senator Mansfield said that it could 
serve as a symbol of hope for the future: "Together, against great 
odds and in the face of insurmountable obstacles, those soldiers 
made clear what free men can do and will do to stop the march of 
aggressive communism." He added, "To withdraw now, to negotiate 
a settlement which would lay open all of Indochina to the conquer­
or's heel, would be to break faith with those of Dien Bien Phu who 
gave so much." He called on France and the Associated States, 
with U.S. help, to continue the battle. Senator Humphrey agreed, 
as did most of the others who spoke. ,oo 

Senator Morse, however. expressed concern about the possibility 
that the administration might get the U.S. involved in military 
action in Indochina, and said he was not reassured by statements 
from the President that the U.S. would not go to war without a 
declaration by Congress. "We shall never see the time," he said, 
"when we get into a war. first, by a declaration of war by Congress. 
The next time we go to war we will find that we were plunged into 
it by events and then the Congress will be called upon to draft a 
declaration of war, simply to make it legal." 

Morse also continued to be critical of the French: "We must 
make dear to France we are not going to enter into any agreement 
which will result in shiploads of coffins draped in American flags 
being shipped from Indochina to the United States in any attempt 
to support colonialism in Indochina." '24 
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That night (May 7), Secretary Dulles gave a nation-wide radio 
and television address on "The Issues at o.,neva,"'25 in which he 
said of Dien Bien Phu, "An epic battle bas ended. But great C8\lJileS 
have, before now, been won out of lost battles." Using the Korean 
war as an example, he listed the preconditions that had been 
agreed upon for U.S. intervention in Indochina, and ended by 
saying, " ... if an armistice or cease-fire were reached at o.,neva 
which would provide a road to a Communist takeover and further 
aggression ... Or if hostilities continue, then the need will be even 
more urgent to create the conditions for united action in defense of 
the area." 

The Indochina phase of the o.,neva Conference began on May 8. 
The French offered their proposal for an immediate cease-fire, 
after which political arrangements would be negotiated. 12. That 
same day, the NSC met to consider the U.S. position, and agreed to 
oppose any cease-fire prior to an acceptahle armistice agreement 
with international controls. According to the Pentagon Papers, the 
position of the Joint Chiefs (which was generally supported by 
the State Department), who opposed the French proposal, thus 
" ... became U.s. policy with only minor emendation." 127 

lU DtpartrM1tt fir Slall Bulktlft, May 17, 1954, 
JUOn May 10, the Viet Minh offered th.eir peact' propooaJ at ~neva which, as anticipated, 

called (or a cease-fir. follQ'lllred by the withdraWal of foreign tl'OOpiO and I;l genentl election. 
FRUS. 1952-1954, vol. XVI, pp. 753-755, TIle U,S. delegation 8t the Conference cabled that the 
propoeal _ouki "rttmlt in rapid turnlYf'eT J.ndochina to Commurusta." Ibid.. p, 772. 

lJ1PP. Gravel eeL vol, 1. p. 118, and PRUS. 1952-19:54, vol. xm, p 1509. For the position of 
the Chiefs gee PP. DOD tn., book 9, pp. 4.30-434, and TIu! Jmrzl Chizfs of Staff aM t~ War Ht 

Vietnam. vol, 1, pp. 401-404. See al.8o pp. 407-408 for the position of the Joint Strategic Survey 
Comnutt.ee. ()q May 12 • cable Wft& sent to the U,S. delegation in Geneva with i.rwtruction& on 
partic::ipation in the Indochina p~ of the Conf<eTence. Dulles told Smith th&.t thefle had been 
eJeared Wlth the Foreign Relations and Foreign Affairs Committees. See FRUS, 1952-1954, YOt 
XVI. pp i78--779. These consultations took place on May 11-12 during unrecorded ft«utiV€' !Ie&­

slons of the two committeeS. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE NEW U.S. ROLE IN VIETNAM 

The U.S. reacted to the fall of Dien Bien Phu and the opening of 
the Indochina phase of the Geneva Conference by taking the initia· 
tive with the French on the question of "internationalizing" the 
war. The issue was raised at NSC meetings on May 6 and 8, 1954. 
At the May 8 meeting Vice Preeident Nixon took the position that 
it was important for the U.S. to indicate to the French its willing· 
ness to discuss intervention. They should know, he said, that there 
"is at least an alternative to a course of action involving negotia­
tion." Preeident Eisenhower, probably by prearrangement with 
Secretary Dulles, suggested that the best way to handle the matter 
was for Dulles to talk to French Ambassador Bonnet.' 

That night, Dulles called on Bonnet, who was ill, and told him 
that the U.S. continued to be ". . . prepared to sit down and talk 
with the French about what the French called 'internationalizing' 
the war and working out a real partnership basis. I said that as far 
as the immediate present was concerned, I assumed that the 
French Government would still not want this. However, they might 
change their mind after the full harshness of probable Communist 
terms was revealed. Then this might seem to them an alternative 
worth exploring.'" 

This initiative brought immediate results. A cable from Ambas­
sador Dillon arrived on May 10 reporting a discussion he had just 
held with Laniel, in which the French President expressed concern 
about possible Viet Minh military moves, and said that he wanted 
U.S. military advice in making decisions about protecting the 
French Expeditionary Corps. He also wanted to know what mili· 
tary action the U.S. might be prepared to take in Indochina, and 
said that if there was no prospect of any direct assistance he would 
be forced to withdraw French Union forces from Laos and Cam!» 
din.' 

When Dulles received Dillon's cable, he immediately called Rad· 
ford at 3 p.m. (May 10) to tell him about the message. " ... it is of 
the utmost importance," he said, ". . . for the first time they want 
to sit down and discuss the military situation, regrouping of troops, 
etc. It is encouraging that they seem willing to do business with us 
so we can move and get Congressional support." Radford agreed. 
At 4:22 p.m., Radford called Dulles to say that he had read the 
Dillon cable and wondered what the next step would be. Dulles re­
plied that he had been talking to MacArthur and Bowie about the 
request, and they agreed it was an encouraging development. Rad-

IFlUfS, 1952-1954. voL Xlli, p. 1509. 
1Ibid... p, 1516. Gel'3On, Jchn Foster Dulles, p, 113, incorrt'dly states that Bonnet called on 

Dulles. 
aFRUs, 1952-1954, vol. Xli. p. 1524. 

1228) 



229 

ford said it was "too bad it wasn't done two months ago." Dulles 
said the big hurdle would be acting without the Britiah. He added 
that he would be lunching with Eisenhower the next day, and 
would di.acuss the cable with him. Radford replied that it was im­
portant to act more quickly, and Dulles said he would call the 
White House to try to arrange something.' That call resulted in an 
immediately scheduled meeting at the White House at 4:30 p.m. at­
tended by the President, Dulles, Radford, Robert Anderson (the 
newly-appointed Deputy Secretary of Defenae), and others. 

The President agreed with Dulles and Radford's position that the 
U.S. should respond favorably to Laniel's initiative.' It was decided 
that General Trapnell, who had been the MAAG chief in Saigon, 
would be the best U.S. military representative to send to Paris. 
With respect to U.S. military intervention, Dulles had prepared a 
list of conditions for U.S. action which the group discussed and 
agreed upon. In the form they were cabled to Dillon later that day 
these seven conditions were as follows:· 

(a) That US military participation had been formally re­
quested by France and three Aasociated States; 

(b) That ThaIland, Philippines, Australia, New Zealand and 
United Kingdom a!so had received similar invitations and that 
we were satisfied that first two would a!so accept at once; that 
next two would prohsbly accept following Australian elections, 
if US invokes ANZUS Treaty; and the U.K. would either par­
ticipate or be acquiescent; 

(c) That some aspect of matter would be presented to UN 
promptly, such as by request from Laos, Cambodia or Thailand 
for peace observation commission; 

(d) That France guarantees to Associated States complete in· 
dependence, including unqualified option to withdraw from 
French Union at any time; 

(e) France would undertake not to withdraw its forces from 
Indochina during period of united action so that forces from 
U.S.-principally air and sea-and others would be supplemen­
tary and not in substitution; 

(f) That agreement was reached on training of native troops 
and on command structure for united action. 

During the group's discussion of the condition regarding partici­
pants, Eisenhower". . . made it quite clear that he would only pro­
pose U.s. intervention on the basis of collective action." The group 
agreed that it would be sufficient to have, in addition to France 
and the U.S., the Associated States, Thailand and the Philippines, 
and "perhaps eventually the U.K. ... " This, of course, was a 
marked change in the original concept of united action, and in the 
position that congressional leaders had taken on April 3 concerning 
British participation. 

Moreover, the group then proceeded a!so to weaken the original 
condition with respect to Indochinese independence: 

'Ibid.. p. 1526. &.. 3. 
-Ibid., pp. 1526-1528. 
41bi.d.. pp.. 1534-1535. It will be that tills list is identical to that suggested by Genera 

BonE!steeLSee above. p. 225. 
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Secretary Dulles said that we were on the horns of a dilem­
ma. On the one hand, it was essential to eliminate from the 
minds of the Asians any belief that we were intervening in 
Indochina in support of colonialism. On the other hand, the 
truth of the matter was that the Associated States were not in 
a position to enjoy complete independence. They did not have 
the trained personnel necessary to administer their respective 
countries and the leadership was not good. In a sense if the .A& 
sociated States were turned loose, it would be like putting a 
baby in a cage of hungry lions. The baby would rapidiy be de. 
voured. After some discUBSion as to whether the French might 
specify that the Associated States could opt for withdrawal 
from the French Union either five or ten years after the cessa­
tion of hostilities, it was agreed that the exact period of time 
should not be ftxed at this moment. There would, however, 
prior to action on the part of the U.S. have to be a satisfactory 
agreement on specific length of such a period and this agree­
ment would have to be entirely satisfactory to the Associated 
States and could not be the result of French presaure. 

This done, the President said that if the French agreed to these 
terms he would present the idea to Congress.. The manner of his 
presentation to Congress. and the public, he added, was "of great 
importance." He thought he should go before a joint session of Con­
~ to explain the circumstances and to request a resolution 
'which would enable him to use the armed forces of the U.S. to 

support the free governments that we recognize in that area." He 
asked Dulles to have the State Department begin drafting the 
speech. 

The President and Dulles then discussed the matter further over 
lunch the next day (May 11), and the President suggested adding 
the words "principally sea and air" to condition (e).7 They talked 
about going ahead without the British. Dulles said that while this 
had some disadvanteges. " ... there were perhaps greater disad­
vanteges in a situation where we were obviously subject to UK 
veto. which in tum was in Asian matters largely subject to India 
veto, which in tum was largely subject to Chinese Communist veto. 
Thereby a chain was forged which tended to make us impotent, 
and to encour~e Chinese Communist aggression to a point where 
the whole positlOn in the Pacific would be endangered and the risk 
of general war increased." The President agreed. 

That afternoon (May 11), the cable replying to Laniel's request 
was sent to Dillon. It has been argued by some writers that the 
seven conditions contained in this response were deliberately de. 
signed to be unattainable. Townsend Hoopes, for example. has said 
that the conditions were " ... so formidable that they could be 
judged only as having been carefully calculated to impede, if not 
indeed to preclude. American military involvement. . . . Taken 1:0-
gether, the seven conditions were a set of interlocking booby traps 
for the French, and, if by some miracle they had been able to 
render them harmless and unacceptable. it is likely that a now 
thoroughl,r disenchanted Eisenhower would have developed further 
obstacles.' • Hoopes quotes an interview statement of Robert Bowie, 

llbid.. p. 1533 
~The Det'fl aM John. FO$trr Dulles. p. 22!L 
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Director of State's Policy Planning Staff at the time, that the con­
ditions were "makeweights." 

Randle has taken a similar position: "It appears the administra­
tion had again parried a 'request' for commitment from an impor­
tunate France; the American formulators of the seven conditions 
could not have believed France would be willing or able to fulfill 
them." Randle adds that although the conditions "were quite rea­
sonable from an American point of view," each condition ". . . em­
bodied a form of protection against results 'the party of caution' in 
Washington feared. The conditions, so imposed, would to a great 
extent allay the doubts and suspicions of 'hesitant' administration 
officials and congressmen. The activists must either have agreed 
with some of the conditions or realized that they could not fairly 
object to them. They had, in effect, been fmessed."· 

These points would appear to be well-taken with respect to the 
impossibility of French compliance with the U.S. conditions, given 
the realities of the situation in France. There is also reason to be­
lieve that the President and Secretary Dulles had concluded that 
the U.S. should not intervene militarily in Indochina on the side of 
the French, and that the chances of defending Indochina and the 
rest of Southeast Asia would be greatly improved after the French 
withdrew. For these reasons, it can be argued that the conditions 
were intended to be "makeweights." The U.S. wanted to keep the 
French from capitulating on the battlefield or in ~neva (as well as 
on EDC), and thus had to seem responsive. Yet the U.S. also 
wanted the French, after they had secured the best possible deal in 
~neva, to remove themselves from the scene and leave Indochina 
to the Americans. 

The administration also was trying to maintain its political posi­
tion domestically and internationally. and in both respects it 
wanted to appear to be continuing to take a strong stand. Thns, 
news stories that appeared immediately after the U.S. reply to the 
French, reporting that the U.S. "llld France were discussing terms 
for U.S. intervention, were unlloubtedly designed, as Townsend 
Hoopes suggests, ". . . to demonstrate forward movement and 
tough American resolve, thereby to disarm domestic critics of im­
mobilism and to bolster the sagging French negotiating position at 
Geneva," 1 0 

These explanations omit One important additional factor, howev­
er. Based on documentation now available, it seems clear that the 
alternative of U.S. military intervention in Indochina was more of 
a consideration than it had been earlier, and that, in this sense, 
the response to Laniel was genuine and straight-forward. If the 
U.S. decided to intervene, it could reasonably and effectively do so 
only if the stated conditions had been met. And, indeed, the U.S., 
under Dulles' leadership, spent the next several weeks watering 
down the seven conditions in what was undoubtedly designed as a 
move to continue to show support for the French. but appears also 
to have been further preparation for the contingency of interven­
ing with force. 
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On May 11, while working on the reply to Dillon, Dulles gave an 
executive session briefing on Geneva to the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, and on May 12 he held a similar session with the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee. In both meetings he summa· 
rized u.s. efforts to form a collective defense arrangement for 
Southeast Asia, as well as the conditions for U.s, military involve­
ment in Indochina. He stated that at that time these conditions 
had not been met, and that if they were met the President would 
request approvai by Congress of any use of U.S. forces in hostil· 
ities. 1t 

Senator Fulbright, saying that "we are in a devil of a difficult 
situation" in Indochina because of the problem of colonialism, 
asked Dulles whether, if the French were to pull out of Indochina, 
thus freeing the Indochinese from their colonial rule, the U,S, 
would then consider intervening, even with troops, to defend the 
area. Dulles hedged in answering the question, but said that the 
U.s. "would be receptive to discussing the matter with them [the 
French], as we did in relation to the British with Greece." 

After the Senate hearing, Senator Mansfield, at his own request, 
had lunch with Paul J. Sturm, a Foreign Service officer working on 
Indochina. Mansfield, saying that ". . . OUr most serious mistake 
. . . has been to assume that a military victory was possible, in the 
absence of suitable political settlements," wanted to know Sturm's 
feelings about the importance of defending Indochina, and about 
possible U.S. military actions to this end. Sturm stressed the need 
to take action, saying, "To accept the writing-off of Southeast Asia 
or even of Indochina" would be a mistake. He thought that an 
". . . initial limited intervention with ground forces, primarily in 
the Haiphong area, might enable us to hold the line until we could 
undertake serious training of a National Army and the construc­
tion of a regional defense organization. . . ." In his memorandum 
reporting the conversation, Sturm added: "On each previous occa­
sion on which I have talked with Senator Mansfield, and as recent· 
ly as April 21, he has been vehemently opposed to the use of Amer­
ican ground forces in Indochina. Today however he did not react 
adversely when I mentioned this possibility."" 

Preparing to [n/erveTU! and to Take Over From the French 
On May 13, the Laniel government survived a vote of confidence 

in the French General Assembly by two votes, 289-287. 
On May 14, Ambassador Dillon talked to President Laniel about 

the terms proposed by the U.S. Laniel generally agreed, but said 
that the provision allowing the Associated States to withdraw from 
the French Union would not be accepted by the French, In !tis 
report to Washington, Dillon said, "I am certain that unless we can 

llHFAC HI.&. Ser., vol. XVTII, pp. 12S-160. and SFRC Hi8. SeT" vol. VI. W, 2.51-281. It is of 
Interest to note an expression uaed by Outlet! in his meeting with the Fore~ Relations Commit­
tee. Referring to the President's position that U.S. beUigerency in Indochma would have to be 
authorized by CongTeSl$, he tlIled the term "the equivalent of war .tluth<tnty" tD describe such an 
.tluthorization. The use of the exprftllirion "the functional equivalent of a decllt-Tation (If war" by 
Under Secretary of State Nicholas deB. Kalrenhach in testimony before the Sen.tlt,e Foreign He­
tatlor.1! Committee in 19tH to det'lCribe the Gulf of Tonkin ReIKllution, produced .tln uproar among 
members of the oommi~" Yet DuJIes took the same position in 1954 wilh(~ut even a murmur of 
disapproval from the oornmitt.ce. 

l'JFRUS, 1952-1954, vol XIll, pp 1538-15.10" 
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find some way to get around this requirement, French will never 
ask for outside assistance." 13 

On Sunday, May 16, Secretary Dulles held a very high-level 
secret dinner meeting at his home to discuss the situation and to 
plan U.s. strategy. In attendance were, among others, his brother, 
Allen Dulles, and Douglas MacArthur n. Vice President Nixon was 
also there. He had been on a trip to the Greenbriar Hotel in West 
Virginia, but Dulles told him that the meeting was important, and 
that he would arrange to have an Army plane bring him back to 
Washington. The only "outsider" was Dean Rusk, formerly Assist­
ant Secretary of State for the Far East under Truman, and at this 
point president of the Rockefeller Foundation." 

There is no information available with respect to what was dis­
cussed except for Dulles' phone call to Rusk inviting him to attend, 
in which Dulles said "we will have to make critical decisions in re­
lation to British and French-whether we go alone or allow our· 
selves to be bogged down." to 

In another development, Senate Republican leaders met private­
lyon May 14 for a luncheon in the office of the Secretary of the 
Senate, Mark Trice, to discuss how they could support the adminis­
tration's position on Indochina and on the Geneva Conference. 
Present were Vice President Nixon and Senators Knowland, 
Bridges, Ferguson, Saltonstall, Hickenlooper, Edward J. Thye (RI 
Minn.), and H. Alexander Smith." 

On May 17, Dulles sent an important cable to Dillon, which may 
well have been influenced by the discussion during the secret meet­
ing the previous evening, in which he expressed doubts about the 
intentions of the French, and warned that the U,S, might have to 
reconsider its offer to intervene, He told Dillon: 17 

If the French want to use possibililty of our intervention pri. 
marily as a card to play at Geneva, it would seem to follow 
that they would not want to make a decision inviting our inter­
vention until the Geneva game is played out, However, this is 
likely to be a long game particularly as the Communists may 
well be deliberately dragging it out so as to permit their creat­
ing a fait accompli before Geneva ends. It should not be as­
sumed that if this happens, the present US position regarding 
intervention would necessarily exist after the Communists 
have succeeded in this maneuver. 

The NSC met on May 20, 1954, and Dulles, reacting to Dillon's 
advice, suggested modifying the U.S, position on independence, ,. 
He said that the U,S. ", . , might be exaggerating the significance 
of the independence issue for the Associated States. The Associated 
States had already achieved in fact a very high degree of independ· 
ence. Moreover, if we harped on the independence issue it might 
well rise to embarrass us when the scene shifted from Indochina to 
Malaya." 

Ulbid .• p. 1567 Fot' W:p;shington's reply see pp 1569-1571. 
uDulIes Telephone Calls Series, May 14, 1954. Dulles and Rll8k had bef.n dosely ll88OCi.ated in 

the n~on of the Japaneee peace treaty, among other things. 
Illfbi.d, 

ltPrinceton Univenity.lt Alexander Smith Papers, Diary, box 282. 
11FRUS,. 1952-1954, vol. XlI1, p" 1576. 
albid., pp. 158&-1500. 
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Dulles said that if the talks with the French were successful, 
which he doubted ("he did not believe that the French had really 
made up their minds whether or not they wanted to continue the 
war in Indochina with U.S. participation" and that the talks "were 
probably being used chiefly to strengthen the French bargaining 
position with the Communists at Geneva"), he did not think the 
French parliament would approve the U.S. plan. "He was therefore 
inclined to the view that in our conversations with the French On 
pre-eonditions we were going through an academic exercise except 
in so far as these conversations affected the Geneva Conference. He 
did not exclude, however, all possibility that the French might ulti­
mately agree to internationali.ze the conflict." 

Vice President Nixon asked Dulles whether the situation could 
be summed up as follows: "The British and the French were drag­
ging their feet until such time as the possibility for a settlement by 
the Geneva Conference appeared clearly hopeless. The Communists 
were well aware that the British and French were dragging their 
feet, and would protract the n';IJotiations until they were sure they 
had won the war in Indochina.' 

Dulles said that this was "subatantially correct," and that "The 
only ray of hope would be Communist fear of United States inter­
vention in Indochina or of general war. This fear might conceivably 
induce the Communists to moderate their demands on the French 
at Geneva,lI 

This comment was representative of the trend of thinking of 
Dulles, as well as Radford and others, in the face of a situation 
that was perceived as becoming increasingly more serious. The 
French Government, hanging by a parliamentary thread, appeared 
to be unwilling to fIght, either in Indochina or in Geneva, but was 
also unwilling to internationalize the war. The Viet Minh were be­
ginning to present a more serious threat in the Vietnamese del ta 
(Tonkin). The Bao Dai government was disintegrating. and Bao Dai 
himself refused to return from the French Riviera. In Geneva. the 
Communists were taking a very hard line, and it had begun to look 
as if the Conference might end in failure unless the French capitu­
lated to Viet Minh demands.'· Meanwhile, little progress was 
being made in organizing a regional defense pact for Southeast 
Asia. 

The U.S. Government was faced, therefore, with the possibility of 
having to take additional steps to defend the rest of Southeast 
Asia. recognizing that the die might already be cast in Indochina. 

On May 19, 1954. Dulles met privately with Eisenhower to dis­
cuss this general problem.·o He told the President that the delay of 
the British in acting on the regional defense pact ". . . enabled the 
Communists by delaying tactics at Geneva to prevent any action on 
our part until they had in effect consolidated their position 
throughout Indochina." Eisenhower replied that the behavior of 
the British was "incomprehensible" to him, and that he might tell 
Churchill that the British were "promoting a second Munich." 

HJFor good atxount8 of e'Vt!'nt.s in G.nevll see Randle and vola xm and XVI of FRus. 1952-
1954. There is also a good discwJe:k,n in the Pentagon Papertl, Gravel ed., voL I. pp, 122 ff- FQl' an 
accoont by Chester Cooper, who was with the U.S. delegation. see chapter IV of TM Lail Cro· 
~ ~ 

,uFor Dulles' memo of the ronver:sation IJIee FRUS. 1952-1954, vol. Xln, pp. 1584-1586. 
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Dulles then got to his main point: " ... it might well be that the 
situation in Indochina itself would soon have deteriorated to a 
point where nothing effectual could be done to stop the tide of Chi­
nese Communists overrunning Southeast Asia except perhaps di­
versionary activities along the China coast, which would be con­
ducted primarily by the Nationalist forces, but would require sea 
and air support from the United States." Eisenhower agreed that 
such military moves might be required if the situation continued to 
deteriorate. 

Dulles. it seems, had already taken some soundings on Capitol 
Hill about a possible congressional resolution on the subject. (This, 
too, was probably discussed at the secret meeting on May 16.) On 
May 17, he showed this draft to Senator Knowland:" 

The President is authorized to employ Naval and Air Forces 
of the United States to assist friendly governments of Asia to 
maintain their authority as against subversive and revolution­
ary efforts fomented by Communist regimes. provided such aid 
is requested by the governments concerned. This shall not be 
deemed to be a declaration of war and the authority hereby 
given shall be terminated on June 30, 1955, unless extended. 

In passing, note should be taken of the principal differences b&­
tween this resolution and the April 1954 draft." Both drafts were 
limited to naval and airpower. The earlier draft resolution required 
the President, before providing such assistance, to make a finding 
that it was "required to protect and defend the safety and security 
of the United States." It did not, however, unlike the new draft, 
state that such aid could be provided only if requested. The earlier 
draft also specified that the goal was to stop Communist aggression 
"in Southeast Asia," and did" not mention internal aggression. The 
new draft specifically directed action to help maintain governments 
threatened from within by Communist subversion and revolution. 

It is also of interest that both of these draft resolutions provided 
that the President would be "authori1.ed" to order military units 
into action. At least one government lawyer, Wilbur M. Brucker. 
General Counsel of the Department of Defense. argued that the 
resolution drafted for this purpose should not use the word "au­
thorize." He said that" ... as a matter of constitutional law, the 
President has authority to use the armed forces to repel aggression 
abroad without specific approval from the Congress where the cir­
cumstances of the situation require it." He added that the passage 
of a resolution containing the word "authorize" would establish a 
precedent "for the proposition that the President must under the 
Constitution have an authorization from the Congress before he 
can use the armed forces to repel aggression abroad in cases of this 
sort in the future where the time element may be even more criti­
cal than in the present case."" (As noted earlier. the 1964 Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution did not contain the word "authorize." Instead, it 
provided that "the Congress approves and supports the determina­
tion of the President .... " and that "the United States is, there-

II According to ibid., p. 1584, fn. 6, no record or thib di$cUasion has been found 
uFor the text of the April reflI}iution see p. 185 above 
HPP' 000 ed., book 9, p. 520. 
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fore, prepared, as the President determines, to take all necessary 
steps .... ") 

At their meeting on May 19, Dulles told Eisenhower that "we 
were hamstrung by the constitutional situation and the apparent 
reluctance of the Congress to give the President discretionary au­
thority," but that Knowland had reacted strongly against the draft 
IUlOlution, "saying it would amount to giving the President a blank 
check to commit the country to war." Eisenhower apparently 
agreed, however, with Dulles' decision to pursue the matter. His re­
sponse, according to Dulles, was that the proposal might be "re­
drafted to defme the area of operation more closely as being in and 
about the island and coastal areas of the Western Pacific." 

There is no available information as to what happened after that 
conversation, but apparently Knowland's opposition, together with 
the changing situation in relation to Indochina, resulted in a 
change of direction. On June 8, 1954, Dulles announced that the 
administration did not intend to ask Congress for any additional 
authority for U.S. action in Indochina, and the President made a 
similar statement on June 10.2 ' 

On May 20, as planning for possible intervention continued, os 
the JCS sent Secretary Wilson a memorandum'· commenting on 
U.S. participation in the war in Indochina, in which the Chiefs 
took the position that it would be undesirable to base large num­
bers of U.S. forces in Indochina, and that the U.S. should commit 
only a carrier task force and air units operating from present bases 
outside Indochina. (Moreover, "Atomic weapons will be used when­
ever it is to our military advantage.") "From the point of view of 
the United States," the Chiefs said in a memorable statement, 
"with reference to the Far East as a whole. Indochina is devoid of 
decisive military objectives and the allocation of more than token 
U.S. armed forces to that area would be a serious diversion of lim· 
ited U.S. capabilities." 

The Chiefs also took the position that because Viet Minh mili­
tary supplies came primarily from outside Vietnam (i.e.. China), 
"The destruction or neutralization of those outside sources support­
ing the Viet Minh would materially reduce the French military 
problems in Indochina." 

USee FRUS, 1%02-1954. vol. xm, pp. IS'W, 1684. In tetrtimony an mutual security aid for 
Southeast Asia be(orp the HoutJe Fon-ign Main; Qmunitt.ee Qn May 26, 1954.. Maj. Gen. George 
C, Stewart. CA Anny, who was D:irect.or of the Office of Military Assistance in the latemation­
ttl Security A.ffairs 0fJke of the Pentagon, volunteered that H ••• there is noth.i.n4 more tangible 
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for the Congrea to authorize and Ill8..U poI!8ible weh adiotu! in tb.i.s area as may be proper and 
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The Chiefs also reiterated their position that "the best military 
course for eventual victory in Indochina is the development of ef­
fective native armed forces," and proposed that the U.S. take over 
this responalbility, and that the MAAG in Saigon, which then had 
a complement of less than 150, be increased to 2,250. 

The State Department took issue with the JCS. Both FE and the 
Policy Planning Staff questioned whether the U.S. could accom­
plish its purposes by making such a limited military commit­
ment.21 They thought the situation required at least the commit­
ment of some U.S. ground forces. They questioned the use of 
atomic weapons, however. both from the standpoint of military 
strategy and from the standpoint of the adverse reaction of other 
countries, especially in Asia. to such use. They also took issue with 
the proposed bombing of supply lines in China. 

The Army Objects 
Within the JCS, the Army continued to argue against U.S. mili­

tary intervention in Indochina. On May 17, Army Chief of Staff 
Ridgway, accompanied by the Secretary of the Army, Robert T. 
Stevens. told Deputy Secretary Robert Anderson. (then Acting Sec­
retary during Secretary Wilson's absence), " ... that I felt in con­
science bound to express my opinion as to the consequences in­
volved in United States armed intervention in Indo-China. I point­
ed out that my opinion had not been asked. In substance I stated 
the following: 

"a. The foregoing bas highlighted the problems and difficulties 
which would be encountered by a large modern military force oper­
ating in Indo-China. The adverse conditions prevalent in this area 
combine all those which confronted U.S. forces in previous caIn­
paIgns in the South and Southwest Pacific and Eastern Asia, with 
the additional grave complication of a large native population. in 
thousands of villages, most of which are abou t evenly divided be­
tween friendly and hostile. 

"b. The complex nature of these problems would require a major 
U.S. logistical effort. 

"c. They explode the myth that alr and sea forces could solve the 
Indo-China problems. If U.S. shore-based forces are projected any 
appreciable distance inland, as would be essential, they will require 
constant local security at their every location. and for their every 
activity. The Arm¥, will have to provide these forces and their total 
will be very large. '2. 

Ridgway reported that Anderson "seemed receptive" to his state­
ment. 

After the meeting, Ri~ay told Stevens that over the week­
end he had told two milItary officerS- on the White House staff 
" ... that the Army had a short, factualJogistic briefing on Indo­
China, highlighting the problems the ITS. would face if it intervened 
in that Theater. and that in the event the President should like to 
hear it, I thought it would be or great interest ait"ifperhaps helpful to 
him." Stevens agreed, and asked Ridgway to prepare for him a 

HFRus, 1952-1954. vul. xm. pp. 1505-1Wl,I624-1626. 
"From Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway'a "Memorandum for Record," May 17, 1954. 2 ~ A 
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memorandum that he could send to Secretary Wilson summarizing 
the Army's position. This was done.'. 

At some point during this period, General Ridgway also briefed 
the President, who was accompanied by one aide. The meeting was 
held in the Cabinet Room of the WhIte House. According to the 
only publiahed account of this meeting, "Eisenhower did not say 
much at the time, Ridgway recalled, juat listened and asked a few 
questions. But the impact was formidable."'o 

Ridgway's views were subsequently confirmed by a report on 
July 12, 1954, from a team of seven Army officers, led by CoL 
David W. Heiman, who spent May 31-June 22 in Indochina on a 
secret misaion (ostensibly lllSpecting the MAAG) to study the situa­
tion. Their conclusions were, in brief, that Indochina was "devoid 
of the logistical, geographic, and related resources necessary to a 
substantial American ground effort.'"I 

"The land was a land of rice paddy and Jungle-" General Ridg­
way said, in describing the report, "partIcularly adapted to the 
guerrilla-type warfare at which the Chinese soldier is a master. 
This meant that every little detachment, every individual, that 
tried to move about that country, would have to be protected by 
riflemen. Every telephone lineman, road repair party every ambu­
lance and every near-area aid station would have to be under 
armed guard or they would be shot at around the clock:'" 

This was Ridgway's conclusion in his memoirs published in 
1956:33 

We could have fought in Indo-China. We could have won, if 
we had been willing to pay the tremendous cost in men and 
money that such intervention would have required-a cost 
that in my opinion would have eventually been as great as, Or 
greater than, that we paid in Korea. In Korea we had learned 
that air and naval power alone cannot win a war and that in­
adequate ground forces cannot win one either. It was incredi­
ble to me that we had forgotten that bitter lesson so soon­
that we were on the verge of making that same tragic error. 

That error, thank God, was not repeated. 

Eisenhower Continues to Insist on Con.ditioTlS, an.d tM U.S. Pulls 
Away from tM French 

Although President Eisenhower may have shared Dulles' conclu­
sion that the U.S. might have to strike at China to prevent the loss 
of all of Southeast Asia, he continued to insist that this could be 
done only through united action, and he reacted very sharply to ef­
forts by the French, as reported in cables from Ambassador Dillon 
on May 30-31, to extract a firm commitment from the U.S. to re­
taliate against China if the Chinese bombed French forces in Ind<>­
china. Cutler reported that when he briefed the President on these 
cables this was his reaction:" 

UFor a ~..N. see PP. Gravel ed., vol 1. pp. 508-509. 
soD$vid Halberstam. ThI! &st and t~ I.Jri6ltltllt (New York: R.andom Holltle, 1972), p. 143 IUld 

letter to CRS from General Ridgway, May 25. 1982. 
npp, Gravel ed., vol. I, p. 127. The report is in the National Arehive:s, RG 319. See Spector, 

Advio! flrui Support. p. 213 (or a full citation. 
t:tMatthew 8: Ridgway, Soidier(New York: Harper and Bros .• 1956), p. 277. 
u/bid. 
"·FRUS, 1952-1954. \'01. xm. p. 1648. 



239 

The Pl'€8ident expressed himself very strongly in reaction to 
my remarks. He said the United States would not intervene in 
China [sic J on any basis except united action. He would not be 
l'€8ponsible for going into China [sic) alone unless a joint Con· 
gressional resolution ordered him to do so. The United States 
would in no event undertake alone to support French colonial­
ism. Unilateral action by the United States in cases of this 
kind would destroy us. If we intervened alone in this case we 
would be expected to intervene alone in other parts of the 
world. He made very plain that the need for united action as a 
condition of U.S. intervention was not related merely to the re­
gional grouping for the defense of Southeast Asia, but was also 
a necessity for U.S. intervention in l'€8ponse to Chinese com­
munist overt aggression. 

Aocording to Cutler, he reminded the President of the policy 
stated in NSC 5405 (January 16, 1954) that if the Chinese inter­
vened in Southeast Asia, the U.S. would retaliate with. or, if neces­
sary, without allies, as well as the fact that Dulles had stated that 
in the event such intervention occurred, the reaction of the U.S. 
would not necessarily be limited to the area of Indochina. Eisen­
hower replied that there was no difference in his and Dulles' posi­
tion. "However, he expressed the strong view that there should be 
no failure to make the U.S. position absolutely clear to the French 
so that there would be no basis of misapprehension on the part of 
the French/'u 

In a meeting the next day (June 2) with Dulles, Acting Secretary 
of Defense Anderson, Radford, and Douglas MacArthur II, Eisen­
hower ". . . said that since direct Chinese aggression would force 
him to go all the way with naval and air power (including 'new 
weapons') in reply, he would need to have much more than Con­
gressional authorization. Thai, Filipino, French and Indochinese 
support would be important but not sufficient; other nations, such 
as Australia, would have to give their approval, for otherwise he 
could not be certain the public would back a war against China."" 
On June 3, the NSC supported this position. 37 

In late May and early June 1954, U.s. military leaders conferred 
with their French counterparts, and at the NSC meeting on June 3 
Radford reported that the French were demoraiized, and did not 
think they could withstand an all-out attack on the Tonkin delta, 
expected within a few days. The loss of the delta, Radford said, 
would mean the rapid loss of the remainder of Indochina. "The 
Communists want all of Southeast Asia, and seem to be in a fair 
way to get it."3S 

On June 8, as mentioned earlier, Dulles announced that the ad­
ministration was not going to seek authority from Congress with 
respect to intervention in Indochina. On June 9, Dulles told Am­
bassador Bonnet that the U.S. had stipulated its conditions for in­
tervention, and was "still in the dark as to what French intentions 

"Fo\" noteS on a White HoW5e meeting on this subject on May 28 900 Ibw" wI. xn. 
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really were." He said that the U.S. was "not willing to make com­
mitment ahead of time which French could use for internal politi­
cal maneuvering or negotiating at Geneva and which would repre­
sent a kind of permanent option on US intervention if it suited 
their purposes."'· In a telegram to Washington on June 10 (while 
on a speaking tour) Dulles said "As regards internationalization, it 
should be made clear to the French that our offer does not indefi­
nitely lie on the table to be picked up by them one minute before 
midnight." ". . . I believe," he added, "we should begin to think of 
putting a time limit on our intervention offer ..... 

On June 9, the U.S. also received a request from General Ely for 
further discussions of U.S. plans. At the regular State-JCS meeting 
that day it was agreed that until the French met the conditions 
stated by the U.S., further discuasions of this type should not be 
held, even on the U.S. role in training national forces." Ambassa­
dor Dillon was then told: "With regard to US training Vietnamese 
troops, we feel that situation Viet Nam has degenerated to point 
where any commitment at this time to send over US instructors in 
near future might expose us to being faced with situation in which 
it would be contrary to our interests to have to fulfill such commit­
ment. Our position accordingly is that we do not wish to consider 
US training mission or program separately from over-all operation­
al plan on assumption conditions fulfilled for US participation war 
Indochina ..... 

On June 12, 1954, the Laniel government fell in a 306-293 vote 
On the Indochina issue. On June 17, Pierre Mend(;s.-France was 
elected Premier by a vote of 419-47. He promised that he would 
obtain a cease-fire in Indochina by July 20 or resign on that date." 

In Washington, the reaction to these events was that the Geneva 
Conference was, to all intents and purposes. over, and that the U.S. 
would have to pursue an independent course in Indochina. In a 
cable to Smith on June 14, Dulles stated " ... it is our view that 
fmal adjournment of Conference is in OUr best interest provided 
this can be done without creating an impression in France at this 
critical juncture that France has been deserted by the US and UK 
and therefore has no choice but capitulation on Indochina to Com­
munists at Geneva and possibly accommodation with the Soviets in 
Europe." He added that he trusted "developments at Geneva will 
have been such as to satisfy the British insistence that they did not 
want to discuas collective action until either Geneva was over or at 
least the results of Geneva were known ..... 

Dulles felt, as he said at an NSC meeting on June 17, that it 
might be "best to let the French get out of Indochina entirely and 
then to try to rebuild from the foundation." •• 

"FRUS, 1952-1954, vol. XVI, p, 1100. See a1bo vol. xm, pp. 17]Q-1713 for a Dulle.Monnet 
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On June 21. Eisenhower received the following message from 
Prime Minister Churchill:'· 

I have always thought that if the French meant to fight for 
their Empire in Indo-China instead of clearing out as we did of 
our far greater inheritance in India. they should at least have 
introduced two years' service which would have made it possi­
ble for them to use the military power of their nation, They 
did not do this but fought on for eight years with un­
trustworthy local troops, with French cadre elementa impor­
tant to the structure of their home army and with the Foreign 
Legion, a very large proportion of whom were Germans. The 
result has thus been inevitable and personally I think Mendes.. 
France, whom I do not know. has made up his mind to clear 
out on the best terms available. If that is so. I think he is 
right. 

I have thought continually about what we ought to do in the 
circumatances. Here it is. There is all the more need to discuss 
ways and means of establishing a fInn front against Commu­
nism in the PacifIc sphere. We should certainly have a 
S.E.A.T.O" corresponding to NAT.O. in the Atlantic and Eu­
ropean sphere. In this it is important to have the support of 
the Asian countries, This raises the question of timing in rela­
tion to Geneva, 

In no foreseeable circumstances, except possibly a local 
rescue, could British troops be used in Indo-China. and if we 
were asked our opinion we should advise against United States 
local intervention except for rescue, 

During the latter part of June, Dulles and his associates debated 
what to do about the situation, In several memos and meetings 
Bowie expressed the feeling of the Policy Planning Staff that the 
U.S. should not withdraw from the Geneva Conference (at least one 
member of his steff, however, recommended that the U.s. "bust 
up" the Conference by persuading the Associated States to leave, 
and joining them in a walkout),., but should take a fInner and 
more open position. including threatening to use U ,8. forces if the 
Communista did not agree to a reasonable settlement. At a meeting 
of Dulles with his executive staff on June 15. Bowie is reported to 
have said that if the U.S. withdrew from the Geneva Conference, 
this action, together with U.S. refusal to help the French, could 
lead to a Communist military victory in Indochina which could 
have a "tremendous and thus probably disastrous" effect on world 
opinion, and could even be the "straw which breaks the camel's 
back of resistance throughout the free world to Communist aggres­
sion."'· Bowie suggested the possibility of offering four U.S. divi­
sions to the French to be used in holding a defense line at about 
the 17th parallel. "In back of this line. we could perhaps build up a 
truly nationalist Vietnamese Government and a suitable national 
army." If necessary, he added. the U.S. should consider "full mobi­
lization" in order to muster the four divisions, and should run the 
risk of precipitating Chinese intervention, "At least, it's worth 

"f!flbid., pp. 1728-1729. 
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trying," he said, adding, "The effect of this sort of US intervention 
might provide the stimulus to overcome the Vietnamese lethargic 
and jaundiced view toward solo French activities to protect their 
colonial power status." 

Livingston Merchant indicated that he agreed with Bowie. Dulles 
said, ". . . this proposal in effect means that we were telling the 
French that Indochina could only be saved if French troops were 
not doing the fIghting. Mr. Bowie and Mr. Merchant agreed that 
this indeed was the case." 

On June 25, Bowie sent Dulles a memorandum on Indochina al­
ternatives for the U.S. which elucidated these same points,'· and 
the discussion of this subject was renewed at a subsequent State 
Department meeting on June 30.>· Both Dulles and Under Secreta­
ry Smith disagreed with Bowie. Dulles said he thought there had to 
be a "better case for Congressional and public opinion" than would 
be presented if the U.S. intervened alongside the French. He pre­
ferred, he added, to "playa game of tit-for-tat with the Commu­
nists, e.g., when the Commies grab land we grab some from them. 
For example, he would like to take over Haman Island if the Chi­
nese move from their present boundaries. This, he said, would 
produce a real scare in the Communist world." 

Walter Robertson (Assistant Secretary of State for the Far East), 
who favored greater U.S. intervention, said that the U.S. might get 
a good settlement at Geneva if it supported the French diplomati­
cally. Legal Adviser Herman Phieger replied that "this might 
produce Communist intransigence and thus prolong the war." Rob­
ertson said, "this would be better from the US point of view be­
cause US public and Congressional opinion could then be more 
easily convinced of the necessity for intervention." 

On July 2, 1954, Bowie sent Dulles the draft of a memorandum 
for the President arguing that the U.S. should drop its stated con­
ditions for intervention, and should threaten to intervene militerily 
in order to save the southern part of Vietnam. Otherwise, "the 
kind of settlement we can expect will inevitably lead to the early 
communization of all of Indochina." A U.S. threat to intervene, he 
said, could strengthen the French and prevent their capitulation to 
unacceptable Communist terms, as well as convincing the Commu­
nists to accep,t the proposed partition of Indochina, thus leaving the 
South "free. 'H Dulles apparently did not send the memorandum 
to the President, however, primarily because the situation had 
begun to change for the better by the end of June. 

According to a personal letter from Heath to Bonsai on July 4, 
1954, there was strong support in the State Department for Bowie's 
position. Heath said he had been in Washington for consultations, 
and that, among others, he saw Ed Gullion, who ".. made the 
statement, and I think it is correct, that all the people below the 
Secretary and Under Secretary are unanimous that we should in­
tervene or rather make up our mind to intervene now with or 
without the French." Heath added that he had also talked briefly 
to Eisenhower, Dulles. and Radford, and that" All in all at least at 
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the high levels the attitude was one of pessimism and not knowing 
what to do. "52 

Bowie later explained the position that he took at the time:·' 
What I was getting at was that in Geneva the situation was 

getting more and more to look as if there was just a bluff, in 
other words as if this approach that we were using was run­
ning out. The French were more and more panicky, and there 
was a cable in from Dillon in Paris suggesting that if we just 
let the thing go down the drain, looking as if we were saying to 
the French, "Hands off," and then they go ahead and get 
chewed up and capitulate, there would be very profound effects 
in Europe, NATO, and ail the rest. And I think we in the 
Policy Planning Staff tended to share the view that there could 
be very disastrous results if we seemed to be just standing 
aside. By that stage we had got ourselves into the stance that 
we insist that the French must meet the specified conditions, 
but we won't come in and do anything about it. 

I think what I was trying to do was to say we ought to show 
our hand more than we had. We ought to say, "Look, we 
accept the idea that there's going to be a partition. We recog­
nize that you're going to have to get out of North Vietnam. 
You'd better negotiate your way out and accept the fact that 
we're only going to saivage South Vietnam, and under those 
circumstances we will see if we can't essentially undertake to 
guarantee that settlement in order that that line won't be vio­
lated." 

I was not advocatinlf that we should go in and try to saivage 
the delta. I just didn t think that was possible. What I was 
hoping was that we saivage South Vietnam, and see whether 
we couldn't shore that up, because we did take rather seriously 
that if the French were driven out and we were simply stand­
ing by and doing nothing it would have very profound effects 
all around, not just in Southeast Asia. 

Reactions in Ccngress 

Congress, meanwhile, continued to support the administration's 
Indochina policy, despite the concern of some Members about the 
direction of that policy. A few of these, most notably Senator Gil­
lette, who had introduced a resolution proposing such a step, 
wanted the U.S. to take the issue to the U.N. A handful of others, 
fearful that the U.S. might be preparing to intervene in Indochina, 
argued that Congress should take steps to control Presidential war­
making. There was also renewed concern about the possible conse­
quences of using American advisers in potentiaily hostile situa­
tions, and the need for reafl'"trming the limitations contained in the 
Greek-Turkish aid legislation. And Senator Stennis, upon hearing 
that the 200 U.S. Air Force technicians who were to have been re­
moved from Indochina by June 12 had simply been replaced by 
other Air Force "volunteers," warned again about " ... another 
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step leading to a situation where we could be faced with the propo­
sition of having little or no choice as to whether or not we involve 
ourselves in that war with everything we have, or retire without 
honor:'u 

At one point during this period, after the Laniel government had 
fallen and the situation in Gilneva looked increasingly hopeless, 
Senator Gilorge himself was reported by Senator Smith, in a phone 
call to Secretary Dulles, to be "off the reservation" on the Indo­
china question. Gilorge, Smith said, "wanta to write off the Far 
East." The next day (June 17), Dulles met with Smith and Gilorge 
and others from Smith's Far East subcommittee to disclJS8 the 
question. On June 18, Smith called Dulles, and "Both agreed the 
meeting yesterday was a good one and both feel Gilorge will go 
along,"U 

By and large, however, Congress approved the position of the Ex­
ecutive, even to the point of agreeing to most of the administra­
tion's request for new funda (slightly over $1 billion) for military 
and economic assistance to Indochina for the next flSCal year (FY 
1955), despite the fact that with the collapse of the Navarre plan, 
and the impending cease-fire, there was no specific justification for 
the use of such funda. (Motions to eliminate or reduce the request­
ed amount were defeated by large margins in the Foreign Affairs 
Committee and during House and Senate debate on the mutual se­
curity authorization and appropriations bills.)'· Although there 
were a few Members, like Gillette, who disagreed with the prem­
ises of U.S. policy toward Indochina, and a few others, like Stennis, 
who opposed any U.S. military involvement in the area. most Mem­
bers of Congress agreed that the Communists had to be stopped in 
Indochina and in Southeast Asia, and also agreed that this could 
only be done with the assistance of the United States. They recog­
nized, however, that there were limits to what could be achieved in 
a colonialis, situation, believing that the U.S. could be more effec­
tive if it were in a position to work directly with the indigenous 
peoples and governments, rather than supporting the French. Most 
of them seemed fully prepared for this to happen once the French 
withdrew. Many appeared to be anxiously awaiting that outcome. 

There was also considerable agreement in Congress on the possi­
ble need for limited U.S. military involvement in Indochina. Most 
Members were willing to accept a role comparable to that which 
the U.S. had played (or which they thought had been played) in 
Greece, but there was also general acceptance of the limited use of 
U.S. forces, if necessary, provided this consisted primarily of naval 
and air units, was done through a united action framework, and 
was not openly supportive of colonialism. Senator Fulbright him­
self said at the time (July 8, 1954), "If the conditions had been dif­
ferent ... particularly with regard to colonialism, then interven­
tion might have been quite different. I was reluctant to recommend 
intervention so long as Indochina was still a colony and there was 
no real commitment that it would someday cease to be a colony."" 
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On the question of U.S. military intervention in Indochina, how­
ever, Congress was anything but enthusiastic. Reflecting a Gallup 
Poll survey of the public (released June 14, 1954), which showed 
that 76 percent of Republicans and 70 percent of Democrats were 
opposed to sending U.S. ground forces to Indochina, Congress gen­
erally continued to oppose any major U.S. military action in Indo­
china, and maintained its strong support of the administration's 
conditions for U.S. military intervention, especially the require­
ment for united action. 58 In a Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
hearing on June 18, 1954, for example, William J. Donovan, U.S. 
Ambassador to Thailand (former head of the OSS), was asked by 
Senator Smith about U.S. intervention, and when Donovan replied 
that he did not think intervention was justified at that time, Smith 
said "We don't either .... " Senator Wiley asked about using U.S. 
ground forces. Donovan was opposed. Smith added, "we are all 
agalnst that."'· 

This position tended to run counter, however, to the widespread 
feeling in Congress that the "loss" of Indochina would have a seri­
ous effect on U.S. security interests and the containment of com­
munism. Thus, those like Mansfield, who criticized the administra­
tion for falling to defend Indochina, were questioned closely by ad­
ministration supporters like Cooper, who reminded them of the in­
consistency of such criticism, given their opposition to the use of 
force. "Surely the Senators who criticize," Cooper told Mansfield, 
"cannot fInd fault with the administration policy because it did not 
intervene militarily. . .. My friends on the other side of the aisle 
cannot have it both ways."·o 

Mansfield, for one, was highly critical of the decision to agree to 
negotiate the Indochina problem at the Geneva Conference. In a 
Senate speech in early July he declared, "At Geneva, international 
communism obtained by diplomacy what it had failed up to then to 
obtain by threats, bluster, propaganda, intimidation and aggression 
. . . Geneva was a mistake; and the result is a failure of American 
policy. It is a profoundly humiliating result." "The Geneva Confer­
ence," he said, "has served to increase vastly the stature of the 
Chinese Communists in Asia and throughout the world." "With re­
spect to Indochina. a serious defeat has been inflicted on American 
diplomacy. And in the process vast new areas have been opened for 
potential conquest by Communist totalitarianism."·' 

Homer Ferguson, chairman of the Senate Republican Policy 
Committee. replied to Mansfield the following day in a speech in 
which he pointed out that the original mistake was made in 1945. 
when the U.S. yielded to French and British pressure and acqui­
esced in the restoration of French colonial ruJe in Indochina. As far 
as Geneva was concerned. he said, "The French were determined to 
talk of peace and would have done so whether or not we consent­
ed .... The United States has not the power and, if it had, it could 
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not wisely exereise the power to foree France to go on fighting 
after its will and power to tight had gone. We might ourselves have 
stepped in and taken over the fighting but that apparently is not 
what the Senator from Montana [Mansfield] wanted us to do."" 

This and similar debates during the summer of 1954 tended, of 
course, to be highly political. It was an important election year, 
and the Democrats, in the face of Eisenhower's popularity, and his 
success at ending the Korean war, were struggling to develop 
issues for the campaign, while the Republicans were working 
equally hard to maintain their majority in Congress. 

Alongside the question of the U.S. role in Indochina, especially 
the question of military intervention, Congress continued to debate 
the question of congressional control over warmaking in relation to 
Indochina. During June, as the House took up the mutual security 
authorization bill, the argument made in April by Representative 
Coudert (who, it will be recalled, offered an amendment requiring 
congressional approval of the use of the armed forces in combat) 
was made again, first in an executive session of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee on June 2, 1954. It came up in the form of a suggestion 
by Representative Vorys that the bill should contain a provision re­
authorizing the use of U.S. military advisers under the military as­
sistance program, and that such U.S. military advisers should be 
subject to the same "noncombatant" limitations as in the Greek­
Turkish ald and mutual defense assistance legislation. (The 1954 
Mutual Security Act was new legislation, under which previous re­
lated legislation, including the Mutual Defense Assistance Act of 
1949 by which military advisers had first been authorized, was re­
pealed. Hence, the provision for military advisers had to be reen­
acted.) Vorys said he was raising the issue because of the need to 
reauthorize the provision for military advisers, as well as to head 
off another Coudert amendment. He said that in addition to the 
previous language (in the Mutual Defense Assistance Act) limiting 
advisers to "noncombatant duty," the words "in an advisory capac­
ity only," (from the language in the Greek-Turkish Act) should be 
added, thus providing that-and this is the language in the 1954 
act subsequently passed by Congress-such persons assigned from 
the U.S. were " ... solely to assist in an advisory capacity or to 
perform other duties of a noncombatant nature, including military 
training or advice."63 

Representative Burr P. Harrison, a conservative Virginia Demo­
crat, asked Vorys whether he would object to putting Coudert's 
amendment in the bilL Vorys said he would, "because it was such a 
crazy amendment." The committee chairman, Robert Chiperf'Jeld 
(R/Ill.), agreed with Harrison, however, that the bill should also 
contain "some kind of prohibition against direct milita;,. participa­
tion and intervention without consent of Congress ... .'.' 

In another executive _ion of the committee on June 9, Harri­
son offered an amendment of his own, as follows: 

Nothing in this Act shall be construed as a delegation to the 
Executive of the power vested by the Constitution exclusively 
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in the Congress to provide for the common defense of the 
United States, to declare war, to raise and support armies, to 
provide and maintain a navy, to make rules for the Govern­
ment and regulations of the land and naval forces, and to 
make all the laws which shall be necessary and proper for car­
rying into execution the foregoing powers. 

And therefore, no part of the funds authorized in this act 
shall be expended or allocated for the use, outside of the terri­
tories and possessions of the United States, of any military 
forces of the United States other than as expressly authorized 
herein for advisory and noncombatant purposes except to such 
extent as the President as Commander in Chief of the Army 
and Navy of the United States may be empowered by the Con­
stitution to repel invasion without act or declaration of 
Congress. 

Harrison said that the purpose of his amendment " ... is to 
leave in the hands of this Congress insofar as possible, the decision 
as to whether or not there should be a war in Asia or elsewhere." 
" ... it says tbat we do not want any war in Indochina, unless it is 
put before this Congress." He added that the amendment was op­
posed by the State Department.·' 

Chairman Chiperfield offered a substitute for the Harrison 
amendment, as follows: 

Provided, That none of the funds made available pursuant to 
this Act or any other Act shall be used to assign or detail such 
personnel for combatant duty without the approval of Con­
gress, except in the case of defense against invasion or immi­
nent threat to the national safety of the United States, as de­
termined by the President. 

It should be noted that Chiperfield's amendment, which bad been 
drafted with the help and approval of the State Department, ap­
plied only to the military advisers provided in the bill. No one in 
the committee seemed cognizant of this fact, which would have 
meant that, at best, the amendment would bave been applicable to 
only a few thousand men. But even if it bad not been limited to 
military advisers, the amendment would have been totally innocu­
ous from the Executive's standpoint. The provision allowing the 
President, at his discretion, to assign forces to combat to protect 
the "national safety of the 11 nited States" gave any President all 
of the latitude needed. In fact, the committee staff member who 
bad prepared the amendment for Chi~rlield, when asked by a 
member of the committee whether the 'national safety" exception 
" ... would ... allow the Presiclentto take any action he wished in 
case Indochina fell or some other country fell, without corning to 
Congress," replied that the President already had the power under the 
Constitution to protect the "national safety" of the country by com­
mitting troops to combat. Harrison asked a State Department offi­
cial who was present at the hearing whether the Department 
agreed with this statement, and the reply, in effect, was that the 
President did bave this constitutional power, and had used it in 
"scores of cases" in the past. 

&~lbj;;L pp_ 201-2Q3, 250 
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The State Department's principal stated objection to Harrison's 
amendment was that it would have an adverse effect abroad. where 
it would not be known that the President already had such power, 
and that such an action would therefore have "no legal effect," 
MembeI'!! of the committee, both Democrats and Republicans, 
joined in making this point, especially Javits, Judd, Brooks Hays 
(01 Ark.), Omar T, Burleson (D/Tex.) and Henderson Lanham (DI 
Ga.).·· Javits said, " ... we have constitutional division of poweI'!!. 
It has worked for decades. This President has made it clear that he 
is not going to commit any combat troops, even as we were commit­
ted in Korea, without the consent of Congress. All you are doing by 
writing a thing like this in the bill, or by adopting a Coudert 
amendment, is to demonstrate to the world the lack of confidence 
in the President, and to demonstrate to the world that the United 
States is unsure of the world because we want to tie his handa 
somehow. We don't want to depend upon the Constitution and even 
his Own representatives." 

Walter Judd (R/Minn.) said, "In my judgment, this [Harrison 
amendment) will increase the dangeI'!! of war because it will shake 
further the decreasing confidence that is evident all around the 
world today regarding the steadfastness and dependability of the 
American Government." E. Ross Adair (R/Ind.) responded that 
those who favored the Harrison amendment were "trying to build 
a national unity," which "has to be a unity based upon a full co­
partnership between the legislative and executive," with "the rep­
resentatives of the people taking the action." If there were a "real 
cause for war," the amendment would not prevent the U,S. from 
acting, In such a case, he said. "this Congress would quickly 
acquiesce. " 

Judd responded, "I don't admit there is any danger of us getting 
into war without the action of the people." 

The committee rejected both amendments, tabling Chiperfield's 
by a voice vote, and disapproving Harrison's by a vote of 6-7, with 
a number of members absent, All four Democrats present, except 
for Harrison, voted against the amendment, as did most of the top 
Republicans on the committee, Voting with Harrison were Republi­
cans Chiperfield, Adair, Laurence H. Smith (Wis.), Marguerite Stitt 
Church (JILl, and Alvin M, Bentley (Mich.) .• 1 

In other action on the 1954 mutual security bill. the Foreign M­
fairs Committee again approved language favoring the creation of 
a Pacific pact. which was subsequently approved by the Senate and 
became law.·· Javits also offered an amendment stating, "The Con­
gress favors the peaceful attainment of self-government and inde­
pendence by states and countries which are not yet fully self-gov­
erning as rapidly as they are prepared to aasume the responsibil­
ities of self-government and independence." However, after a 
number of suggestions about wording, and expressions of opposition 
to including that kind of "high policy" in the bill, he withdrew the 
proposal.·· 
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On June 24, 1954, as it completed action on the bill, the Foreign 
Affairs Committee considered taking stepe to voice its disapproval 
of a statement the previous day by Anthony Eden, in which he ex­
pressed hope that there could be an international guarantee of the 
Geneva settlement, thus implying, according to congressional crit­
ics, that CoInIDunist gains could and should be accepted. In con­
gressional debate this was referred to as a Locarno-type proposal 
for the Far East, (a reference to a 1925 agreement among several 
European countries), which, in Judd's opinion, would completely 
undermine the mutual security program, and the attempt to devel­
op a Pacific pact. He proposed a resolution on the subject, but at 
that point the committee appeared not to be in favor of such 
action.10 

On June 25, the committee reported the bill. Stating that it had 
given "particular consideration to the problems of the EOC and 
Indochina," the committee said that in order to give the President 
the necessary authority to respond to the changing situation in 
Indochina it was approving the request for military and economic 
assistance for Indochina with authority for the funds to be used in 
"Southeast Asia and the Western Pacific," particularly in relation 
to the proposed Pacific pact. It voted to give the Executive wide dis­
cretion in the u.se of such funds, "on such terms and conditions as 
the President may specify." It also broadened the President's trans­
fer authority, by which he could take funds from other regions and 
apply them to the Far East." In a minority report, Representa­
tives Smith, Church, Adair and Bentley voiced their opposition to 
approving the funds for Indochina, stating, among other things, "It 
is shocking to consider that the United States has been paying ap­
proximately 65 percent of the dollar cost of the Indochina war for a 
discredited Navarre plan. More shocking still, however, is the ne­
cessity to remind the Hou.se that $800 million is now proposed-not 
for even a Navarre plan or an Ely plan, but for a 'No plan." 12 

During Hou.se debate on the mutual security bill June 28-30, 
1954, these and other points made during committee action were 
reiterated, and amendments to delete the $800 million in military 
assistance for Indochina, and to add the Harrison language on con­
gressional approval of combat, were defeated by voice votes. 73 

The Hou.se approved. however, an amendment by Vorys, which 
he said the Foreign Affairs Committee had approved that morning, 
to strike back at Eden's statement by p'roviding that none of the 
funds for the Far East could be used 'on behalf of governments 
which are committed by treaw to maintain Communist rule over 
any defined territory of Asia. ,,. Vorys said that the administra­
tion had no objection to the amendment. (On June 28 this subject 
was discussed at the regular weekly meeting of Republican con­
gressional leaders with the President. Dulles reported that there 
was a possible settlement emerging in Geneva, whereby Thailand, 
Laos and Cambodia and a part of Indochina "would be put on the 
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side of the free world." He said that if such a line were drawn, 
" . it must be a line that the people in that area are prepared to 
join in defending, for the United States cannot be expected to rush 
in singlehandedly. . . . The President wanted to add emphasis to 
the impossibility of the United States going into any area to give 
support unless the support was requested. Also, the U.S. would be 
bogged down from the start if the people of any area got the idea 
that we would rush in on their request no matter how they handle 
things. So there will not be any sort of guarantee as was involved 
in the Locamo Pact.")" 

The Vorys amendment was passed by the House on a voice vote, 
and then on final passage of the bill it was reaffirmed without op­
position (the vote was 389-01 on a separate roll call vote. It was 
later accepted by the Senate and became law." 

In Senate action on the 1954 mutual security bill. the Foreign 
Relations Committee and the Senate itself strongly supported the 
administration's position on Indochina and its request for funds. 
"The sudden increase of Communist-tlustained Viet Minh pressure 
in Indochina," the committee said in its report on July 13, "threat­
ens the en tire Pacific area," and "The dangers that now exist are 
not to be met by withdrawal, but by firmly pressing on with a 
policy of collective security." Justifying the authorization of funds 
for a non-existent program, the report stated: 

The Committee has given much reflection to the uncertain­
ties latent in the Indochina program. It has concluded that the 
United States must remain in a JX>Sition to support those 
forces resisting Communist aggression in southeast Asia. It 
would seem to be unwise not to have available for immediate 
use adequate sums to build up those forces against the gather­
ing threat of Communist aggression in that region. Millions of 
people who reside within a 600-mile radius of Communist 
China will not turn Communist if we give them faith, if we 
strengthen them militarily and economically, and if we give 
them a basis for believing in our support. A cease-fire or other 
settlement of the present fighting might make this support 
even more important.7 7 

The End of the First Indochina War 
In keeping with the U.S. decision not to become an active partici­

pant in the Indochina part of the Geneva Conference, Dulles had 
returned to Washington in early May, leaving Under Secretary 
Smith in charge in Geneva. On June 20, Smith was brought home, 
and the U.S. group in Geneva was left under the direction of U. 
Alexis Johnson. 

One of Smith's first acts upon arriving back in Washington was 
to join Eisenhower, Nixon, and Dulles on June 23 for a briefmg of 
29 Members of Congress, from both Houses and both parties, on the 
status of the negotiations.7 • At the meeting, Smith "prophesied 
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that a continuance of French political weakness, a continuance of 
UK desire to avoid conflict in the Far East, a continuance of the 
Communist fIrmness of position" would result in a settlement in 
which Vietnam would be divided, Cambodia would be free of Com­
munist control, and the Communists would control one-third to 
one-half of Laos." lIt will be recalled that Smith had anticipated 
the terms of this settlement when he testified before congressional 
committees in January 1954.) He predicted that if there were to be 
a "free election" in Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh would get 80 percent of 
the vote, "as Bao Dai was corrupt and the French still continue to 
impose colonialism!' 

Senate Republican Leader Knowland asked Smith about the 
future, saying that "we nOW have a Far Eastern Munich." Smith 
retorted that "in lndo-China we haven't given up anything that 
wasn't first occupied by force of arms which cannot now be retak­
en." Eisenhower added that at Munich territory was given up with­
out war, whereas in Indochina it was done as a result of war, 

There were comments and questions from some of the Members 
of Congress, but few of interest or signifIcance. This was sympto­
matic of the fact that Congress generally supported the administra­
tion's position, and, with the exception of several Members like 
Knowland, considered the emerging settlement to be the best that 
could be achieved under the circumstances. 

Judd asked about an international guarantee of the agreement­
the "Locarno" question-and Under Secretary Smith replied that 
the object was to "draw a line somewhere," and then to defend the 
"truly neutral countries" back of that line. 

There was a brief discussion of mutual security funds for Indo­
china, and Dulles emphasized the need for the funds, and for flexi­
bility in their use, He went on to state his own view of the situa­
tion: 

Dulles said that he felt there were some redeeming features 
coming out of the Geneva Conference, Many more countries 
were now saying that the original proposal of the US for a re­
gional grouping, made in March, had been sound. It was unfor­
tunate that it took so long to educate these other countries for 
the need of action. In the second place, France now had a Gov­
ernment responsive to the people, whereas the Laniel Govern­
ment had been really fIctional (although on the US side). Be­
cause the French position in Indochina was confused and un­
popular, the US had never wanted to support it unless it 
became purified, Dulles felt that it should SOOn be possible to 
salvage something from Southeast Asia, free of the taint of 
French colonialism, with the support of Burma and other 
Asian States, and with probably the benevolent neutrality of 
India which would be a strong factor in influencing UK action 
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and this something could be guaranteed by a regional grouping 
which would include the US. 

Dulles added that there were two problems: "a The establish­
ment of a military line which could not be crossed by the 
enemy, and b, prevention of internal and creeping subversion." He 
" ... feared the latter more than the former. To meet it, he said it 
would be necessary to build up indig,enous forces, and to give some 
economic aid." He ended by stressing that "we must hold the western 
side of the Pacific or it will become a communist lake." 

Several days later (on June 29), during a visit to Washington by 
Churchill and Eden, the U.S, and the U.K. agreed on a seven-point 
position on Indochina, and agreed that they would be willing to re­
spect a settlement based on those points, as follows:·o 

1, preserves the integrity and independence of Laos and 
Cambodia and assures the withdrawal of Vietminh forces 
therefrom; 

2. preserves at least the southern half of Vietnam, and if 
possible an enclave in the Delta; in this connection we would 
be unwilling to see the line of division of responsibility drawn 
further south than a line running generally west from Dong 
Hoi [18th parallel]; 

3. does not impose on Laos, Cambodia or retained Vietnam 
any restrictions materially impairing their capacity to main­
tain stable non-Communist regimes; and especially restrictions 
impairing their right to maintain adequate forces for internal 
security, to import arms and tc employ foreign advisers; 

4. does not contain political provisions which would risk loss 
of the retained area to Communist control; 

5. does not exclude the possibility of the ultimate unification 
of Vietnam by peaceful means; 

6. provides for the peaceful and humane transfer. under in­
ternational supervision, of those people desiring to be moved 
from one zone tc another of Vietnam; and 

7. provides effective machinery for international supervision 
of the agreement. 

In early ,1 uly, Mendes-France began urging Dulles Or Smith tc 
return to Geneva when the Conference. which had been recessed 
since the latter part of June. resumed on July 14. Ambassador 
Dillon urged Dulles to do so. saying that it would strengthen U.S. 
influence with the French and help tc secure a more favorable set­
tlement at Geneva: "The indication which French now have that 
no matter what the settlement may be, we cannot be counted upon 
for support with Vietnam obviously greatly weakens our influence 
with French."·' This was DuTies' reaction On July 8:·' 

Our present intentions tc leave representation at Geneva at 
the present level of Ambassador Johnson is primarily because 
we do not want tc be the cause of any avoidable embarras&­
ment by what might be a spectacular diasociation of the 
United States from France. Whatever France may be deter­
mined to do, we accept as within its prerogatives. We only 
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regret that we cannot agree to associate ourselves in advance 
with an end result which we cannot foresee. Equally, we do not 
want to be in a position of seeming to obstruct an end result 
which from the French national standpoint seems imperative 
to its parliament and people. 

Dulles added that if the French were to take a definite stand on 
conditions for a settlement, the U.S. could then make its own deci­
sion. In the absence of such a stand, however, it seemed preferable 
for the U.S. not to increase its presence in Geneva. 

The response of Mendes-France was, H ••• if Americans on high­
level were absent, the Communist side would automatically and in­
evitably draw conclusion that there was important split between 
three Western powers and that result would be that their terms 
would be even harsher." He added that he would not accept terms 
which did not substantially fulfill the seven-point U.S.lU.K. 
position. 

Based on this reply, Dulles talked on July 9 to several key 
Senate leaders about whether he Or Smith should return to 
Geneva. Knowland was strongly opposed, as was Homer Ferguson. 
George was also opposed, saying he feared that the meeting would 
"elevate into a great international conference at which the Reds 
will be present and dominant." Senate Minority Leader Lyndon 
Johnson said he did not have enough information to make a judg­
ment, but thought it might be better for the U.S. not to be repre­
sented at such a high level. os 

Secretary Dulles also called Vice President Nixon and this is the 
memo of that conversation." 

N. returned the call and the Sec, asked how he felt re 
Geneva. N. said he feels strongly neither the Sec. or S. [Under 
Secretary Smith] should go. After Mansfield's speech, he feels 
the line will be that Geneva is a sell-out-a failure of diploma­
cy. We would be put on the spot where we have to go along or 
repudiate what we have said, N, said he does not think world 
reaction will be bad because we don't go. The Sec, said they 
want us to give respectability to what they are going to do. N, 
thinks the Vietnamese will be fighting the French. N. doesn't 
like to see us give respectability or be a part of a deal which 
we don't believe in. We have been critical of our predecessors 
on this, The Sec. said it is hard under the pressures of the im­
mediate environment. He said he would rather go because he 
can stand up to it better, N, said what we have there is 
enough, but if anyone goes, the Sec. should. 

On Saturday, July 10, Dulles met with the President to discuss 
the matter, Eisenhower thought it would be better for the U.S. to 
be represented, but the two agreed to send a message to the French 
and British restating the U.S. position, and if their replies "indicat-

In/bid., p. 1803; Dulles Telephone C'.ells Seriee:. July 9, 1954. On July 10, Dulles met with John­
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ed a firmness. . . for a position that we could go along with," then 
Dulles or Smith might return to Geneva. 

On July 11, before receiving a reply from the French, Eisenhow­
er decided that Dulles should go to Paris to confer with Mendes­
France and Eden on the questions of returning to Geneva.· 5 On 
JUly 12. Dulles attended an executive session hearing of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee, where he was scheduled to testify on 
the mutual security bill, and told the members that he had to leave 
immediately for Paris. He briefly explained the reasoning for not 
going back to Geneva.·· 

As a result of Dulles' trip, during which the French indicated 
their support of the seven-point conditions, and the U.S. indicated 
that it would respect the Geneva settlement to the extent that it 
confonned to those conditions, the U.S. agreed to send Under Sec­
retary Smith back to Geneva.· ' 

On July 15, Dulles reported to the NSC:· 8 

Secretary Dulles began by explaining the dilemma which 
had confronted the United States with respect to participation 
at a high level in the Indochina phase of the Geneva Confer­
ence. He said that we had been reluctant thus to participate, 
in the first instance, out of fear that the ColIlllIunists might 
say to the French that they would be willing to accept a cer­
tain solution of the Indochina problem provided the United 
States joined in guaranteeing such a solution. Had the United 
States been faced with such a proposition, we would have had 
to reject it, said Secretary Dulles. We couldn't get ourselves 
into the "Yalta business" of guaranteeing Soviet conquests, but 
to have rejected such a proposal would nevertheless have left 
us exposed to the hostility of French public opinion as the 
power responsible for blocking a settlement of the unpopular 
Indochinese war. There would have been more talk of too 
many stiff-necked Presbyterians, of sanctimoniousness, and of 
invoking lofty moral principles. 

The other danger-the other horn of the dilemma-was the 
possibility that high-level U.S. representation at Geneva might 
so stiffen the French as to preclude their accepting any settle­
ment offered by the Communists. They might then turn to us 
and ask us to participate unilaterally with them in continuing 
the war. 

In the event that either of these two possibilities had been 
realized, the result would have been very great French antago­
nism. The whole structure of Franco-U.S. friendship might 
have been destroyed, and there would have been an end of any 
hope for EDC. These reasons had led US to believe that it was 
wisest for the United States to withdraw from the Indochina 
phase of the Conference inconspicuously. We had found, how­
ever, that we could not withdraw inconspicuously. There had 
been very strong French pressure on us to return to Geneva. 

Ulbui., p. 1812. 
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Dulles told the NSC about his meetings with Mendes-France, and 
the conclusion to send Smith back to Geneva, There was discussion 
of public and congressional reaction, Vice President Nixon said 
that the reaction of Congress would depend on the press and on the 
reactions of leading Republicans in Congress, He said that the ad­
vantages of the settlement, such as the independence of Laos and 
Cambodia, should be stressed with the press, Dulles commented, 
"we must be careful not to go too far to make the forthcoming set­
tlement appear to be a good bargain," 

The next day (July 16), Dulles met again in executive session 
with the Foreign Relations Committee. S. He gave a detailed report 
of the Paris meetings, and he concluded by saying that if the U.S. 
had rejected Mendes-France's request to resume high-level repre­
sentation in Geneva this would have seriously affected U.S. rela­
tions with Europe and approval of the EOC. He was asked whether 
the U.S. had made any commitments with respect to Indochina. He 
replied that the U.S. had agreed to try to help the French get a 
settlement that the U.s, could then support, but that any commit­
ment to the defense of the area would be made through a regional 
pact which would be sent to the Senate for approval. 

The question of the division of Vietnam Was raised, and Dulles 
said, among other things, ". . . the situation is such that we are 
not as urgent about elections here as we would be in either Germa­
ny or Korea, because as things stand today, it is probable that Ho 
Chi Minh would get a very large vote." He hoped that the Geneva 
settlement would postpone the election until a more favorable 
time, "and if by that time conditions are more favorable to them, 
then probably the other side won't want to have elections." 

On Sunday, July 18, Dulles mat with the President to discuss 
what the U.S. should do if the Communists deliberately stalled, 
thus delaying the settlement beyond the July 20 deadline set by 
Mendes-France. Dulles suggested that if the word were passed in 
Geneva tbat in such an event a larger war would be likely, it 
might strengthen Mendes-France as well as cause the Communists 
to be more amenable. Eisenhower said this could be done by letting 
it be known that he would speak to a joint session of Congress. 
Dulles replied that he "doubted whether this was adviseble at the 
present time as we were not yet in a sbape to ask for any authority 
from Congress whereas if he made a talk to the American people, 
he could speak in terms of personally supporting a presentation of 
the situation to the United Nations as a threat to the peace, and he 
could do so directly or with U.s. support through others, without 
Congressional authorization." The President agreed, and told 
Dulles to tell Smith that he would make the speech on July 21. 

On Monday, July 19, Dulles telephoned Smith in Geneva to see 
whether he thought some "announcement or 'leak'" about the 
President's speech should be made in Washington. Smith said that 
a settlement seemed imminent and suggested postponing the 
speech. Dulles reported this to Eisenhower, who agreed'o 
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During the night of July 20-21, 1954, a cease-fire was concluded 
in Geneva and the First Indochina War came to an end. On July 
21, an unsigned "Final Declaration" was issued. 

The Geneva Accords of 1954 provided for a cease-rue, and for the 
temporary partition of Vietnam at the 17th parallel, followed by 
nation-wide elections in 1956 to determine the future of the coun­
try. Neither part of the country was to join any military alliance, 
and no new military equipment or personnel were to be brought 
into either area from outside, nor were there to be any foreign 
military bases. An International Control Commission, composed of 
representatives from Canada, Poland and India, was to superviae 
the truce. (There were somewhat different provisions for Laos and 
Cambodia.)' 1 

The U.S. refused to be WlSOCiated with the Final Declaration, is­
suing instead a unilateral declaration in which it stated that it 
would refrain from using force to disturb the provisions of the 
cease-fire agreements (one for each of the Associated States), or the 
Final Declaration, but that it would "view any renewal of the ag­
gression in violation of the aforesaid agreements with grave con­
cern and as seriously threatening international peace and securi­
ty." The U.S. declaration also reiterated U.S. support for "free elec­
tions" in countries "divided against their will,' but in the case of 
Vietnam it also respected the right of a state to determine its own 
affairs. The U .8., therefore, would respect the right of the South 
Vietnamese, as declared by their representative during the final 
meeting in Geneva, "to full freedom of action," including action 
with respect to the date (July 1956) on which, according to the 
Final Declaration, a general election "shall be held" in Vietnam." 

In Ssigon, flags flew at half-mast, as the Vietnamese Govern­
ment, which had deeply resented, among other things, the action of 
the French in agreeing to a division of the country and in relin­
quishing Tonkin, said in a statement, "in spite of our pain, in spite 
of our revulsion, we must remain calm and intend to hold out our 
arms to our refugee brothers ... while preparing ourselves with­
out delay for the peaceful and difficult struggle which must finally 
liberate our country from all foreign direction, no matter what it 
may be, and from all opposition."" The announcement was made 
by Ngo Dinh Diem, who had become Prime Minister in June 1954. 

Over the years since the Geneva Accords there has been consid­
erable speculation as to why the Viet Minh accepted a cease-fire 
and a partition of the country, rather than seeking a complete mili­
tary victory. This is U. Alexis Johnson's assessment:" 

From my limited field of view at Geneva, my own impres­
sion, which I cannot document, has always been that the Sovi­
ets, and to some degree the Chinese acted as a restraining in­
fluence on the Viet Minh who were flush with victory and saw 
no reason that they should not get all of at least Vietnam. 

Ii I For a detailed d.iscu8lUon or the a.coorde see Randle. GefUlf./O 195~, 
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However, they were persuaded to settle for the "two bite" elec­
tion approach [getting the south-the second bite-in the 1956 
election 1 by the Soviets who explicitly or implicitly were sati&­
fied that Mendes-France would kill the EDC, the Soviet first 
priority, if Mendes-France's face was saved by the two-bite ap­
proach. (Of course, another factor might have been concern 
over what action the United States might take if they insisted 
on taking it all in one bite.) 

From the standpoint of the Viet Minh the gamble probably 
seemed to be a good one for there were few on either side who 
gave the South much chance of surviving. But through the 
sheer force of will and stubbornness of Diem it did survive 
with some American aid, and thus required Hanoi to change 
its strategy in 1960 by moving into guerrilla war, and then 
when that did not succeed, moving to organized NVN forces in 
1964-65. 

Reaction in Congress to the Geneva Accords-and there were 
very few public statements-was muted. Although few if any Mem­
bers seemed pleased with the settlement, except for scattered 
charges of "appeasement" there was also very little significant op­
position to the U.S. position. The general attitude, especially 
among the internationalJsta in both parties, was that while the set­
tlement represented a setback for the "cause of freedom," it provid­
ed a new opportunity for the U.S. As Senator Herbert H. Lehman, 
a liberal Democrat from New York, expressed it, "The cease-fire 
agreement can give us time to strengthen the forces of freedom and 
to increase the powers of resistance to the Communist pressure in 
this area, or can merely be a stopgap leading to a new series of di&­
~rs. Bold, imaginative and constructive diplomacy is called for, 
along with practical measures to mobilize and strengthen the 
forces of resistance in this and other areas."·' 

The Foreign Affairs Committee held an executive session with 
Dulles on July 21. at which he explained the settlement and the 
U.S. position. but the discussion was not very informative, and the 
committee appeared resigned to what had happened. One of the 
few comments of interest was the suggestion by one member of the 
committee that if a large part of the 2 million Catholics were to 
move South, there would be enough of a population shift (there 
were then 12 million people north of the 17th parallel and 10 mil­
lion south of that line) to enable the South Vietnamese to win the 
general election in 1956. Dulles replied, "That is right."·' 

The Senate held an executive session with Dulles on July 23, but 
it is indicative of the low priority which was being given at that 
time to Indochina that the hearing was devoted entirely to the 
question of German rearmament and the EDC. 

In both the House and the Senate, questions were being raised 
after the Geneva settlement about the justification for the mutual 
security funds requested for Indochina. (The authorization had 
passed the House, but not the Senate, and neither body had acted 
on the appropriations bill.) This worried the administration, and 
prompted the President to say in a meeting of the NSC on July 22 

ncR. vol. 100. p 113.2. 
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that members of the Council should support the request, and that 
"those who could not support the Secretary of State should stay 
away from Capitol Hill:'" 

When the mutual security appropriations bill was debated by the 
House a few days later, a conservative Republican on the Foreign 
Affairs Committee, Laurence H. Smith of Wisconsin, moved to 
reduce military assistance to Indochina by $212 million (from $712 
million to $500 million), arguing in part that only $100 million had 
been spent of the $745 million approved by Congress for the previ­
ous year. The amendment was denounced by a battery of powerful 
senior Members of the House from both parties, who said that the 
situation was more dangerous than ever. Republican Majority 
Leader Halleck called it "one of the most critical in the whole 
world." John J. Rooney (D/N.Y.), a ranking Democrat on the Ap­
propriations Committee, said that one of the ways in which the 
funds m!!,ht be needed was, as one aspect of the building of a new 
"bastion' against communism, the transportetion to South Viet­
nam of up to a million people "who might be executed by the Com­
munists.' Despite considerable support for the amendment, it was 
defeated on division, 63-98. 9S 

Lending support to House passage of the funds for Indochina was 
the "heroine of Dien Bien Phu," the French nurse, Mlle. Genevieve 
de Galard-Terraube, who spent the day attending the debate and 
meeting Members. It was not just happenstance that she was there 
at that particular time. Her visit to the U.S. and to Congress has 
been arranged by the executive branch in conjunction with admin­
istration supporters in Congress. (The initiative came in part, at 
least, from Representative Frances P. Bolton aVOhio), a member 
of the Foreign Affairs Committee, who suggested to the Dulles 
brothers that she be brought to the U.S. for just such a purpose.)"" 

A similar amendment offered by Russell Long (D/La') in the 
Senate was defeated by voice vote, after Knowland, joined by other 
conservatives and by liberal Democrats, vigorously defended the 
need for the funds' 00 

In these and other congressional debates after the Geneva settle­
ment there was very little discussion of future U.S. policy toward 
Indochina, or the role that the U.S. should seek to play in Viet­
nam. There seemed to be the assumption, unspoken for the most 
part, that the United States now had the major responsibility for 
defending the area, and that. as Congress (especially the House) 
had been urging for some years, the organization of an anti-Com­
munist Pacific pact should be the first objective of this new role. 

Clearly, there was as strong a consensus in Congress as there 
was in the executive branch. As William Bundy has concluded:,ol 

... what is, of course. striking about that whole period is 
that nobody in the Congress was saying, "Don't get involved in 
this situation, we had better just wash our hands of it." On the 
contrary, when the Eisenhower administration, particularly 
Dulles, went right abead and worked out the whole plan of 
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action in the summer of 1954 that led first of all to the SEATO 
Treaty and then to the Eisenhower commitment on aid, and 
then in the course of 1954-55 to the really quite strong Ameri­
can effort to support Ngo Dinh Diem as President, which in­
cluded a certain amount of activity by Colonel Lansdale and 
others in the agency where I then worked [CIA], Congress was 
very much sympathetic to that effort, and did nothing to block 
the initiation of a legal commitment which became a progres­
sively expanded practical commitment in the course of the 
1950s. In other words, Congress was, as far as one could tell, 
wholly sympathetic to the effort to salvage this position if it 
could be done, and by voting very large sums of economic and 
military aid to the Diem regime Congress played a very full 
part in the gradual broadening and deepening of the commit­
ment. 

First Steps After Geneva 
On July 22, the day after the Geneva settlement was announced, 

the NSC discussed the Indochina situation at some length. I.' 
(Dulles had already asked his Legal Adviaer for his opinion on the 
question of restrictions imposed by the settlement, particularly how 
the U.S. could protect Indochina through SEATO against external 
or internal aggression, and how South Vietnam, Laos and Cambo­
dia could be associated with SEA TO in military and economic mat­
ters.)I.' 

"The Communist demands had turned out to be relatively moder­
ate in terms of their actual capabilities," Dulles reported. He 
thought this resulted from one or both of two causes-their belief 
in the inevitability of victory, or their fear of general war. 

"The great problem from now on out," Dulles told the Council, 
"was whether we could salvage what the Communists had ostensi­
bly left out of their grasp in Indochina." Plans were being made for 
SEA TO, but he thought that the "rea.l danger" was internal "sub­
version and disintegration." For this reason, "he would almost 
rather see the French get completely out of the rest of Indochina 
and thUli permit the United States to work directly with the native 
leadership in these states."lO' 

What Dulles did not reveal to the full NSC or to Congress was 
the extent to which the U.S. had a.Iready begun actively working 
with the "native leadership" of Vietnam. Beginning at least as 
early as January 1954, Secretary Dulles and his brother Allen 
Dulles, Director of the CIA, had started developing plans for a 
covert mission for that purpose, to be headed by Col. Edward Larur 
dale. Lansdale was then in Washington, but before he could leave 
for Vietnam he was recalled to the Philippines for a brief time. In 
late May 1954 he was told to report immediately to Saigon as head 
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of the Saigon Military Mission (a CIA operation that was not 
bureaucratically a part of the regular CIA station in Vietnam), 
through which the new covert program was to be carried out.'05 

Lansdale was given broad responsibility for conducting oper­
ations similar to those he had successfully carried out in the Phil­
ippines. These ran the gamut from psychological warfare to coun­
terguerrilla activities and subversion. The key to his success in the 
Philippines had been his close personal relationship with Defense 
Minister and later President Ramon Magsaysay, an effective na· 
tionalist leader. This was also to become the key to Lansdale's suc· 
cess in Vietnam, where he cultivated the friendship of leading Vi· 
etnamese officials, beginning with Ngo Dinh Diem. 

Lansdale was not directly involved, however, in the decision of 
Bao Dai in June 1954 to make Diem his Prime Minister. Although 
evidence as to how this decision was made is still very sketchy, 
there is some information available on the events leading up to it. 

On May 18, 1954, Diem's brother Ngo Dinh Luyen, who was Bao 
Dai's personal representative to the Geneva Conference, met at his 
(Ngo's) request with Under Secretary Smith and Philip Bonsai to 
discuss Bao Dai's interest in making Diem the Prime Minister. Ngo 
Dinh Luyen said that the French would be opposed, but that Bao 
Dai would make the appointment if he had the support of the 
U.S.IOO 

After the meeting, Smith recommended to Washiugton that the 
U.S. Embassy in Paris contact Diem (who had been at a Catholic 
seminary in Belgium since leaving the U.S. in 1953, but by May 
1954 was in Paris) for a discussion of the matter. At Smith's direc­
tion, Bonsai also informed the French of the conversation with 
Diem's brother. I.? 

Meanwhile, Washiugton had received a cable from Charge 
Robert McClintock in Saigon, in which he again urged that Bao 
Dai return to Vietnam. If this was not possible. McClintock said, 
". . . I recommend that French and we place utmost pressure on 
local elements, it being recalled that most of this valorous Viet­
namese Government is safely in Paris, to depose Bao Dai and es­
tablish a Council of Regency with a new government operating on 
a streamlined constitution which would have real powers .... Re­
gents would in fact be fIgureheads and we would write their consti­
tution." He said that this plan (which he explained in greater 
detaiIJ would help in the Geneva negotiations. adding, "To objec. 
tions that this program is injurious to theory of sovereignty I 
would reply that Vietnamese will be far worse off under govern­
ment presided over by Ho Chi Minh and that in case of bankruptcy 
which we now confront, bankers have right to organize a receiver­
ship."108 

Ambassador Heath, who was with the U.s. delegation in Geneva, 
disagreed with McClintock. Among other problems and obstacles he 
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cited the fact that "The French would certainly not agree to such a 
proposal at the present time and without their consent, in view of 
the French armed forces in Saigon, the coup could hardly be pulled 
off." He also pointed out that Diem seemed to be moving toward 
supporting Bao Dai, and he concluded that the U.s. should, "at 
least for the time being, bear with the Bao Dai solution."'o. 

Washington apparently did not reply directly to McClintock's 
suggestion of a coup, but in a cable drafted by Sturm and Gullion 
the State Department advised Smith to continue to discuss the 
future of Vietnam with Bao Dai and his representatives. The cable 
is of interest for what it reveals about U.S. planning, and the 
extent to which American officiala were prepared for the U.S. to 
assume an active role. "If we are to take active part in Indochina 
war," it said, "we must work toward rapid establishment of au­
thentic Vietnamese nationalist government." The first step would 
be to create a national assembly, whose primary initial function 
"aided by French and American constitutional experts," would be 
to write a constitution. But for the present the U.S. would have to 
work with Bao Dai because of the lack of an acceptable 
substitute. I 10 

On May 24 and 25, Diem met with officials of the U.S. Embassy 
in Paris, including Ambassador Dillon. They reported that Diem 
had already met with Bao Dai, and appeared ready to become 
Prime Minister, as unlikely as they considered this to be. "On bal­
ance we were favorably impressed," they cabled Washington, "but 
only in the realization that we are prepared to accept the seeming­
ly ridiculous prospect that this Yogi-like mystic could assume the 
charge he is apparently about to undertake only because the stand­
ard set by his predecessors is so low." III 

In a separate cable, the U.S. Embassy also commented on the 
question of U.S. relations with Bao Dai. I " The Embassy agreed 
that there was no available substitute for Bao Dai. "The point is," 
the cable said, "to get Bao Dai to go to work and the United States 
should be able to help considerably in this task, both because of the 
position of special influence we occupy in the Imperial eye, and be­
cause we can apply the same methods which the French have used, 
but we hope, more efficiently. Without getting into the question of 
specific means to be employed, we think one of the main weapons 
to use in driving Bao Dai into action is control of his Exchequer. 
Nothing impresses him as much as gold and we should endeavor to 
arrive at arrangement with the French on controlling that portion 
his income we can in order to enforce our objectives." The cable 
added that the Embassy was encouraged by the prospect of Diem's 
becoming Prime Minister. "Even with his personal limitations. he 
is step in right direction and diametric change from prototype of 
suave Europeanizad money-seeking dilettante represented by Buu 
Loc, Tran Van Huu and General Xuan, all of whom have failed so 
miserably." I 13 

lOt/bid" vol. XVI. p. 8.57 
1 H'lbul, pp.892-894. 
lU/bul. vol. XUl, pp. 1$)8-1609. 
Illilbid .• pp. 1616-)61S. 
) !3Buu Lac was Prime Minister at the time; Trar! Van Huu was one of his ~n; Gen· 

eral Nguyen Van Xwm had served all President in 1948 before Sao Dai re&umoo office. 
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Although available documents do not indicate what the U.S. told 
Bao Dai or did about the matter, in the middle of June 1954 Bao 
Dai appointed Diem Prime Minister. 

Robert Amory, then Deputy Director of the CIA, provided this 
vignette about Diem, (which is pronounced Ziem); 114 

... you know who fIrSt put Ngo Dinh Diem in power? . 
this goes way hack to 1954. 11 ' I was at an a.ftar-theater party 
in Martin Agronsky's house-pleasant, a couple of scotches 
and some canapes-and got off in a corner with Mr. Justice 
[William 0.] Douglas, and Douglas said, "Do you know who's 
the guy to fIX you up in Vietnam? He's here in this country, 
and that's Ngo Dinh Diem." Well, I wrote it down in my note­
book on the way out as, you know, Z-I-M Z-I-M. I came back 
and asked the biographic boys the next morning, "Dig me up 
anything ;you've got on this guy." "We ain't got anything on 
this guy.' And the next morning meeting I said to Allen 
Dulles and Frank Wisner, "A suggestion out of the blue .... " 
But Wisner picked it up and looked at the thing. And that's 
how "Ngo Zim Zim" became our man in Indochina. [laughter] 
The long hand of Mr. Justice Douglas. 

With respect to the poesible role of the CIA, as well as that of 
Lansdale himself, it is of interest to note, however, that on May 'Z1, 
1954, Ngo Dinh Nhu formed a coalition of political groups, the 
Front for National Safety, which called for a new regime to fight 
the Communists, with his brother Diem in charge."· at will be re­
called that Ngo Dinh Nhu had played a similar role in the summer 
of 1953 in organizing the Movement of National Union for inde­
pendence and Peace, followed by the Congress of National Union 
and Peace in September, and thence to his role in the Front for 
National Safety.) There is some doubt that these developments 
were of spontaneous indigenous origin. According to one authorita­
tive source, "The successive arrivals in Saigon of Colonel Lansdale 
on June 1 and General Donovan [U.S. Ambassador to Thailand and 
former head of the OSS] on June 3 were directly connected with 
this move by Nhu." 11 T 

Shortly a.ftar his arrival, Lansdale was present at the scene of 
Diem's inconspicuous entry into Saiaon on June 25, 1954. He was 
appalled at what he considered to be 1::n.em's lack of political sophis­
tication and administrative skill, and drew up a suggested plan of 
political operations and government action which he was given per· 
mission by General O'Daniel and Ambassador Heath to present to 
Diem as a "personal" recommendation. Diem did not adopt the 
plan, but the two men developed such a close friendship that Lans­
dale soon began seeing Diem daily, eventually living for a time at 
the Presidential palace' 18 

IUKennedy Library, Oral History Interview with Robert Amory, pp. 59--00. It should alao 'tM" 
noted that at the time there was ~derable support iP the etA for Phan Quang Dan, who W'W 
in graduate Hurlies at Harvard" 
ll~ year WM prOOably 1953, before Diem left the U,S, in May. Hoopes Nt)'&, however, baaet 

on an interview Wlth Amory. that the date was April 1954. See The [)Purl 0J.'td John FOB"' 
Du!""- p. 251. 

u'Jean 1...&coutre and Philippe Devi1iers. End of A 14'Gr, Indodli1UJ /954 (New York: Praeger 
1969), pp, 223-224. 'There is DO mention of this in the cables reprinted in mus . 

• I TtAoou.t.re and l)reovillem, p, 224. 
II·For Lansdale'" aeeount of these events gee [II till Mimi of WOnJ, pp. 154-159. See a.l.eo Shs 

plen, 'I'M Lhlt &oolutWlt, pp. 103-1(\4. 
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The text of the plan submitted to Diem by Lansdale has never 
been made public. but judging by Lansdale's own brief description 
it was almost a blueprint of the kind of Western democratic re­
formist thinking, combined with an emphasis on modernization of 
living conditions, that tended to characterize the American ap­
proach to Vietnam during the entire course of U.S. involvement in 
the Vietnam war. 

Baaed on his own reactions, and on talking to some of those en 
the scene, Lansdale thought that by riding rapidly into the city in 
a closed limousine Diem had disappointed those who had corne out 
to welcome him. "Diem should have ridden into the city slowly in 
an open car," Lansdale said, "or even have walked, to provide a 
focus for the affection that the people so obviously had been wait­
ing to bestow on him." In the paper he presented to Diem, Lans­
dale said that he discussed this incident, and went on to talk about 
the actioI!ll which a leader can take to solve problems, as well as 
how the government could be made "more responsive to the people. 
about agrarian economics and reforms, about encouraging the insti­
tution of public forums around the countryside, about veteran care, 
about public health, about making the government more effective 
in the provinces, and about the personal behavior of a prime minis­
ter who could generate willing support by the majority toward ac­
complishing these ends." liS 

When asked later about the baais for these recommendations. 
Lansdale said, "What I was recommending to him waa what people 
were telling me that they needed and I could see that they needed 
it. They were wanting certain things from their own government 
and their own people, and this waa pretty much what I waa writing 
about. But these were Vietnamese views that I tried to pass along 
to him."120 

On July 1, Lucien Conein arrived in Saigon to join Lansdale. 
(Ten others came in August.) A major in the U.S. Army and also a 
CIA agent, he had been in the 088 in Vietnam in 1945, but appar­
ently had not been associated with the Archimedes Patti mission 
(and thus was not considered by the bureaucracy to have been a 
party to the involvement of the Patti mission with Ho Chi Minh). 
Ironically, he later played a key role, on the U.S. side, in the over­
throw of Diem in 1963. 

Conein, who waa assigned to the MAAG for "cover," waa put in 
charge of activities in Tonkin (North Vietnam), beginning with 
U.S. assistance in encouraging and helping refugees to move to the 
South after the Geneva settlement. Later, as the Viet Minh occu­
pied the area during the early part of October, Conein's paramili­
tary groups engaged in sabotage in and around Hanoi: ". . . in con­
taminating the oil supply of the bus company for a gradual wreck. 
age of engines in the buses, in taking the first action for delayed 
sabotage of the railroad . . . and in writing detailed notes of poten­
tial targets for future paramilitary operations (U.S. adherence to 
the Geneva Agreement prevented SMM from carrying out the 

Jl~In the Mw~ of Warw, pp. 157-158. Many of lheae ide-8E were aleo to be found in the vo.riou.s 
internal and extemal U.s. Government docu:ments.. both then IIUld later, explaini.ng Ami!rican 
goalo ""d p"","""" 

ltOCRS Interview with Edward Lan.sdak., Nov. 19, 1982. 
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active sabotage it desired to do against the power plant, water fa­
cilities, harbor, and bridge)."'·' 

Although Lansdale's team was proficient in covert political and 
paramilitary operations, none of the members of the group spoke 
Vietnamese, and, except for Conein and Lansdale, none of them 
had any experience in Vietnam. Lansdale, whose experience prior 
to his assignment in 1954 consisted of several weeks of extensive 
traveling in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia in 1953 "familiarizing 
myself with probleIIlS faced by the French forces," said later, "I 
knew too little about Vietnam at the time. There simply were no 
U.S. books about Indo-Chlna when I went there in 1954 .... The 
books I could get my hands on were French paperbacks, usually 
sketchily or journalistically written, about the war."122 

Among the programs, both overt and covert, by which the U.S. 
was seeking to influence the course of events in Vietnam in the 
period following the Geneva Conference, was also a program of 
"public administration" designed to improve the efficiency and 
strength of the Diem government. From 1955 through 1962, when 
it was discontinued by Diem, this program was operated by Michi­
gan State University under contract with Vietnam and with the In­
ternational Cooperation Administration (the U.S. foreign aid 
agency in the State Department). In part, it was also a CIA cover 
operation, 1 23 

The head of the Michigan State team (beginning in 1956) was 
Wesley Fishel, who, it will be recalled, first met Diem in 1951, and 
persuaded him to come to the U ni ted States. Fishel became one of 
Diem's closest American friends, and in early September 1954 he 
took up residence in the Presidential palace in Sa~on, ostensibly 
as an adviser on "governmental reorganization.' Judging by 
Heath's cables, Fishel immediately began keeping the U.s. Embas­
sy closely advised on Diem's thoughts and plans. 

llllSaigon Military MiBaion rep!)rt on operations during 1954-55, PP, Gravel ed .• voL 1. p. 579. 
For related activities of the northern SMM wam.s Bee pp. 57S·579. 

1 nLetter to L"RS from Edward La.n.sdale, June 21, 1983. Lan9dale adds that of the a'''ailable 
Fnmch books. ""TIle most useful of these was by Major A. M. Sevani, ViMJge et lrru.y:e:s du Sud. 
VlRllU1nt. about French pacification eff()rt;a alo~ the Mekong. It gaye me insights into the Hoo 
H9o., particularly their leaders. ] note as J look at my copy O()W, it is very thumb-worn from my 
stud,,' I had many dealings Utter with the people in its pages_" 

uYnte Michigan State-ClA rnlationship was revealed in 1965 by former MSU team members 
Robert Scigliano and Guy H. Fox in T«hfti<:ol A$$isIOIlCE' II't Vietnam: T!w Mkhtgan Sta~ UIlI· 
tV!1"fu(v E..rpenerwf! (New York: Praege-r, 19G5!, pp. 11, 21. and more fully by _ a former coordinator 
of the MIchigan State proJifnlID. Stanlf!:Y K. Sheinbaum. a member of thf!: MSU sociology facuity, 
for an article In Rnmparf$, 4, (April 1966;, Pf:' 11-22 by Warren Hiru:kle entitled '1."be University 
on the Make." In an opeoing statement (p. 3) Sheinbaum said, in part: 

"IAXlking back 1 am appalled how lJUP~ intellectuals ". oou1d have been so uncritical 
about what they were dmng. There was htde discussion and no protest over the cancellatIOn of 
the 1956 elections. Nor were any of us significantly troubled by the fact that our Project had 
become a CIA Front. " .. The Michigan State profeseorB performed at aU levels .... But in all 
this they never questioned U.S. foreign policy which had placed them then!! and which, thereby, 
they were RUpporting .... 1"hiB is the tragedy of the Michigan State professors: we were all 
automatic cold warriors," For the Michigan State University reply to the Rampar13 article, see 
the .'left' York TImes. Apr. 23, 1966, 
~~ ,t~ ~,;,hower .dministration the, U$ G:oY~~(mt carried on 8. ve:rr active pr,ogram 

of stabiluung friendly government& and "destahihzmg - governments considered unfriendly, 
Very little has been or p;:obabl.., will for some time be published on this subject. F{)r two of the 
few efforts thus far, neIther o( which, especially Cook, is very successful. see Stephen E Am· 
brose. lites Spus: Euwnhower and thi! Espio~ EslDblJShment {New York: Doubieday, 1981!, 
and Blanche Wiesen Cook, The DeclQsi~ EISenhower: A IAvtded ~ (New York: Double­
day, 1981L 'nlere have abo been several CMe studies of U,8, actions in speci.rlC CQUntries. See, 
for example, Richard H. Immerman, Tfu. CL4 In Guote-mo14' T!w Ftm!igtt Poi:cy of Intert'enloon 
IAostin: Univef'!llly of Texas Pres6, 19):\2' 
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One of the activities of the U.S. during and after (kneva was to 
assist as well as to maximize the movement of refugees from the 
north to the south.'" Throughout the Conference. the U.S. had 
taken a firm position on the right of relocation. and succeeded in 
having it recognized in the final agreements. Anticipating that 
Vietnam would be divided. and that elections would be scheduled. 
U.S. officials wanted to make sure that as many persons as possi­
ble. particularly the strongly anti-Communist Catholics. relocated 
in the south. (Four-fifths of the total number of refugees who 
moved to the south were Catholics. representing about two-thirds 
of the Catholics in the north.! This would help to balance the popu­
lation of the two sectors in the event of an election; it would 
strengthen the southern region's anti-Communist political base; 
and it would serve as a propaganda point against the Communists. 
thereby enabling the U.S. to assert. as American officials did and 
have continued to do. that "one million Vietnamese voted with 
their feet" against the Communists by leaving North Vietnam. 125 

In addition to the one million Vietnamese who left the north and 
moved to the south in the late summer and fuJI of 1954. many 
others would have moved south if they had not been prevented by 
the Viet Minh from doing so. Hammer concluded; "It was clear not 
only that the exodus constituted a serious popular indictment of 
the northern regime. but that it would have been multiplied sever­
al-fold had the refugees been permitted to leave freely."126 

A large number of the refngees were transported by the French. 
but the U.S. Government also made a vital contribution. The Navy 
conducted a sizeable sealift, known as "Passage to Freedom."'21 
Lansdale's Saigon Military Mission (SMM) also played a key role. 
Using the CIA's Civil Air Transport, it persuaded the French to 
give CAT a contract for helping to move refugees, and was closely 
associated with helping the CAT to carry out that role. 

SMM was also active in encouraging potential refugees to move 
to the south. When Lansdale was asked later about the mission's 
role he replied: 12. 

1 HA Special Working Group on Indochina established within the NSC's ():pe<ratioru; Coordi­
nati.ng Board 0;* August 4, 1954: took the position that refUgees would be given top priority. 
FRUS. 1952-1954. vol. Xlll, p. 1924. 

tUFor Diem's inte~ in creating a Catholic "sect" in the south. see L&ooutre and ~Ulet'S, 
EtuI of 0 War. pp. 333-336. 

luTM StruggllJ {tv IndnchV14. p- 345. 
U1See chapter .tIl of vol. I of the U.s. ~avy'5 Vietnam War history. by Hooper. Allard and 

Fitzgerald, cited above. t:>nt' of the participants W86 Lt. (JG) Thomas A DooJev, an M.D" who 
became well known to American audiences through the BUpport of the Catholic Church, and 
th~ hie writings and his gubeequent medical activities in Southeast Asia, where he estab­
lilIhecf a clinic tn l..aos after leaving the Navy_ In 1956, Dooley published a. book on the refu«:ee 
movement, subeeQuelltly a movie, lAli~r U. From Evil- TM Stmy 0( VU!-t Sam $ Fl18hi I.() F'n!e. 
dom (Sew York: "f'tl.l"nlT, Stnnl8S and Cudahy, 1900). Many years later, it was revealed that Doo­
l~y"s activities we~ 8Upport.ed by tht! CIA. Ralph MeGehee, DPadly lkffiu: My 2S Yea,.. UJ t~ 
CIA (New York:: Sheridan Square. 1988), p, 132. Gen Edward La.nsda1e, who worked doeeb' with 
Dooley,-deniee, however. that Dooley worked for the CIA. 

u'CRS lntel'"View with Edward I...ttnsd.a}e, Apr. 29, 198it Aecordini to Lansdale ~letter to CR$, 
June 21, 1983), ''There were two large groupi.ngs of Cathulica then in the North. They were in 
two b~cs. led by very energetic bishops. They were country people, living in the province;; 
outaide the cities. Before the Ameneana ever came to the 9IPlle. the bishops had undet"takell 
st~ OOe:asu.t"e6 to help their people defend themselvEl&. even to the extent offormillg a Catholic 
militta. led by the first V~namMe to be named M U Il"neraJ; (he was trained in China by the 
Chine.e Netionalist&.), When tht! French readjuated their defense lines in the Red River Valley 
and Delta. during the battle of D'ien Bien Phu. French troop!> wert! withdrawn from supporting 
this Vietll8.l"nege (Catholic) militia.. The blShops started moving their troops and provincial popu-

Continued 
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Some of the critics of the war have said that I caused the 
refugees to leave the north, by propaganda. That isn't really 
true. I pointed out to the people in the north what was going 
to happen. Most of the work was really information work of 
being fairly clear about the future, sometimes dramatized a 
little bit. But people don't leave ancestral homes that they care 
a lot about without very good reason, particularly in Asia. So it 
took tremendous personal fear to get them to leave, and when 
a million of them did it wasn't just words and propaganda 
making them do it. 

This was the frank statement of one official of the U.s. Informa­
tion Agency (called U.s. Information Service, or USIS, overseas), to 
the House Foreign Affairs Committee: 

The USIS side of this consisted of three general steps: First, 
that of stimulating the movement itself, of persuading these 
people that their best hope lay in coming out of this Commu­
nist dominated area and settling in the free south, of keeping 
these refugees informed and preventing chaos as a result of 
the very powerful Viet Minh and Communist propaganda that 
was being thrown at them throughout the whole long process 
of staging areas, of transporting by ship, and so forth, down to 
the south, and then of doing all we could to counter disillusion­
ment when they are down there. 

This official showed the committee copies of posters (which, like 
most of the material encouraging the refugees, were printed and 
paid for by USIS but attributed to the Diem government), the gen· 
eral message of which was "Come to the South for happiness and 
good life."'" 

According to Bernard B. Fall: 
Although there is no doubt that hundreds of thousands of 

Vietnamese would have fled Communist domination in any 
case, the mass flight was admittedly the result of an extremely 
intensive, well-conducted, and, in terms of its objective, very 
successful American psychological warfare operation. Propa­
ganda slogans and leaflets appealed to the devout Catholics 
with such themes as "Christ has gone to the South," and the 
"Virgin Mary has departed from the North"; and whole bish­
oprics. . . packed up lock, stock, and harrel. from the bishops 
to almost the last village priest and faithful. 130 

U.S. Catholics were, of course, heavily involved in helping the 
refugees. Catholic Relief Services and an action group established 
for helping resettle the refugees-the Catholic Auxiliary Resettle­
ment Committee-were the only private organizations on the co­
ordinating board established by the South Vietnamese Government 
to handle the refugee program. 'SI New York's Cardinal Spellman 

lations up inro the Red River Delta. aimil')g (or the vicinity of Haiph<mg. Thw;. when the p1chi­
>joCi(R agreement was drs .. " up by the French and Viet Minh at Genev ... many of the Northern 
Catholics already were refUf!:ee6, havmg left h(jme .(tlld moved to the vicinity (If Haiphong, which 
becatnf!" the major port of embarkation during the refugee seali.ft The main appea.1& to the 
Catholics W~N not from Americans, but from f'..atholic leaden, Vi~tlUlll\eSe thert'l.Selves." 

lUHFAC HUi. Ser., vol. XVU, p. 335 
L2l'jThe Tu'Q 'Vwt·ll,,'(lrn.$, pp 153-154. 
'l:'For this and other aspect.& of the refugee movement ~ part two of Richard W. Lindholm 

'ed '. "'(('k\'am' The First 1'u ... YMl'S ,lansing' ~khigan Stale Unlven;ity PTcss. 19591. 
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himself went to Vietnam in August 1954 to present the first check 
for refugee aid to the Catholic Relief Services' representatives. 

There is no evidence that Cont:p"es8 was informed about these 
various covert activities being earned out by the U.S. in Indochina, 
but there can also be little doubt that some Members, primarily 
those like Mansfield, Judd, and Zablocki. who had a special inter' 
est in Asia, and who took frequent trips to the area, knew general· 
ly of the existence of those programs. 

There is also no question that these and all of the covert U.S. 
activities in Indochina were authorized by Congress. (beginning in 
the 1940s with authorization for such activities in China or the 
"general area of China,") under the provision in foreign assistance 
legislation allowing the use of unvouchered funds.'" Thus, while 
Congreas may not have been informed about such activities, it sup­
ported them during that period. 

NSC 5429-Redefining u.s. InteNl3ts and Role 
Assisting the movement of refugees was but one of a series of 

steps taken by the U.S. immediately after the Geneva Conference 
I!ursuant to a new policy position on Asia and Southeast Asia, NSC 
5429, agreed upon by the NSC on August 12, 1954'33 

NSC 5429. entitled "Review of U.S. Policy in the Far East," 
began with a preface on the "Consequences of the Geneva Confer­
ence"; 

a. Regardless of the fate of South Vietnam, Laos and Camoo. 
dia, the Communists have secured possession of an advance sa­
lient in Vietnam from which military and non-military pres­
sures can be mounted against adjacent and more remote non­
Communist areas. 

b. The loss of prestige in Asia suffered by the U.s. as a 
backer of the French and the Bao Dai Government will raise 
further doubts in Asia concerning U,S. leadership and the abil· 
ity of the U.S. to check the further expansion of Communism 
in Asia. Furthermore. U.S. prestige will inescapably be associ­
ated with subaequent developments in Southeast Asia. 

c. By adopting an appearance of moderation at Geneva and 
taking credit for the cessation of hostilities in Indochina. the 
Communists will be in a better position to exploit their politi­
cal strategy of imputing to the United States motives of extre­
mism, belligerency. and opposition to co-existence seeking 
thereby to alienate the U.s. from its allies. The Communists 
thus have a basis for sharply accentuating their "peace propa­
ganda" and "peace program" in Asia in an attempt to allay 
fears of Communist expansionist policy and to establish close 
relations with the nations of free Asia. 

IHln addition to such authority, the e.zecutive branch has steadily maintainf!'d that there is 
full authority for covert activities in the President's constitutional powel'S and in the ~atior.al 
Security Act of 1947. 

1l3For the text !We' PP. OOD «L book 10, pp. 731-7-11. As approved hy the SSC on August :2, 
~SC 5.429 was identifted as 542'911 A 5u~uent version. NSC 5429 12. was aPf'TOved on August 
20. The '>"ennor. cited here is pr:obah1y SSC M29!Z. There were additional vennons of SSC 5429, 
ineluding one on Oeoember Z2. 1954, NSC 5429/5. which dealt mOTe specifica.liy"'ith actions 
against China" For the text of thlS see ibui. pp. 835-852. In September 1900, NSC 5612, which 
superceded most of 5429. but was haslroUy sunilar in tone and rontent. w.as approved. 1'his was 
superceded 10 1958 by NSC' 5809, which was supe-reeded in 1'900 by NSC 6012, but both of the&e 
.. ere almost identical to the previous documents. For the texts 5ee Ib,d,. pp 1082, 1104, 12tH 
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d. The Communists have increased their military and politi­
cal prestige in Asia and their capacity for expanding Commu­
nist influence by exploiting political and economic weakness 
and instability in the countries of free Asia without resort to 
armed attack. 

e. The loss of Southeast Asia would imperil retention of 
Japan as a key element in the off-shore island chain, 

The first section of the "Courses of Action" portion of NSC 5429 
was directed at China, which U ,S, policymakers continued to 
assume was the major threat in Asia, and therefore the primary 
object of U.S, interests, The U.S, it stated, should "Reduce the 
power of Communist China in Asia even at the risk of, but without 
deliberately provoking, war," Among the recommended ways of ac­
complishing this was to "Create internal division in the Chinese 
Communiat regime and impair Sin<>-Soviet relations by all feasible 
overt and covert means.~'134 

With respect to Southeast Asia generally, NSC 5429 stated that 
"The U $, must protert its position and restore its prestige in the 
Far East by a new initiative in Southeast Asia, where the situation 
must be stabilized as soon as possible to prevent further losses to 
communism through (1) creeping expansion and subversion, or (2) 
overt aggression. II 

One aspect of this should be the negotiation of a Southeast Asia 
security treaty which, besides committing each member country to 
act, would "Provide so far as possible a legal basis to the President 
to order attack on Communist China in the event it commits such 
armed aggression which endangers the peace, safety and vital in­
terests of the United States," It should also "Not limit U,S, free­
dom to use nuclear weapons, or involve a U,S, commitment for 
local defense or for stationing U.S. forces in Southeast Asia." In ad­
dition, NSC 5429 contained a provision that presaged President 
Johnson's Gulf of Tonkin Resolution: 

If requested by a legitimate local government which requires 
assistance to defeat local Communist subversion or rebellion 
not constituting anued attack, the U.S. should view such a sit­
uation SO gravely that, in addition to giving all possible covert 
and overt support within Executive Branch authority, the 
President should at once consider requesting Congressional au­
thority to take appropriate action, which might if necessary 
and feasible include the use of U ,S, military forces either local­
ly or against the external source of such subversion or rebel­
lion (including Communist China if determined to be the 
source), 

Concerning Indochina itself, NSC 5429 directed that the follow­
ing actions be taken: 

a, Make every possible effort, not openly inconsistent with 
the U ,S. position as to the armistice agreements, to defeat 
Communist subversion and influence, to maintain and support 
friendly non-Communist government in Cambodia and Laos, to 

1:!4During d.iscu.slruon ofNSC 5429, the Joint Chiefs of Staff emphasized the importance (if U.S. 
policy tQ¥i'atd China, and the Chief of Staff of the Army. General Ridgway, stressed the need to 
"split wmmunist China from the Soviet Bloc." He also warned sp.j.mrt U,S. demruction of the 
military power of China, wOK:h he said would "creat&.a vacuum to be ruled by Rusaia." /bul, 
pp 709-il3. 
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maintain a friendly non-Communist South Vietnam, and to 
prevent a Communist victory through all-Vietnam electioDli. 

b. Urge that the French promptly recognize and deal with 
Cambodia, Laos and free Vietnam as independent sovereign 
nations. 

c. Strengthen U.s. representation and deal directly, when­
ever advantageous to the U.S., with the governments of Cam­
bodia, Laos and free Vietnam. 

d. Working through the French only insofar as necessary, 
assist Cambodia, Laos and free Vietnam to maintain (1) mili· 
tary forces necessary for internal security and (2) economic 
conditions conducive to the maintenance and strength of non· 
Communist regimes and comparing favorably with those in ad­
jacent Communist areas. 

e. Aid emigration from North Vietnam and settlement of 
people unwilling to remain under Communist rule. 

f. Exploit available meaDli to make more difficult the control 
by the Viet Minh of North Vietnam. 

g. Exploit available means to prevent North Vietnam from 
becoming permanently incorporated in the Soviet bloc, using 
aa feasible and desirable consular relations and non-strategic 
trade. 

h. Conduct covert operations on a large and effective acaJe in 
support of the foregoing policies. 

The NSC aJso agreed that Diem had to broaden his political base, 
establish an assembly, draft a constitution, and "legally dethrone 
Bao Dai."13~ 

The NSC's Special Working Group on lndochina, established on 
August 4, 1954, within the OperatioDli Coordinating Board, with 
Robert McClintock, former Charge in Saigon, as Chairman, aJso re­
ported on August 12 on a proposed program for Indochina, in 
which it recommended U.S. assistance to the three countries, aa 
well as guarantees of territory and "political integrity" by 
SEATO ... • Ail aid, however, "should be conditioned upon perform­
ance by the three countries in instituting needed reforms and car­
rying them out if necessary with U.S. or other assistance." 

The Working Group report noted that ''In Free Vietnam there is 
political chaos. The Government of Prime Minister Diem haa oruy 
one virtue-honesty-and is bereft of any practical experience in 
public administration. The Vietnamese National Army has disinte­
grated as a fighting force. Cochin-China is the seat of three rival 
private armies and the security services of Free Vietnam have, by 
decree of Bao Dai. been handed over to a gangster sect, the Binh 
Xuyen, whose revenues are derived from gambling, prostitution, 
and extortion." "It must not be forgotten," the report added, "that 
Vietminh elements throughout Vietnam are working with hot 
haste to take over the entire country by cold war means before na­
tional elections are held two years hence." 

I Ulbid., Grove.! ed., voL 1, p. 204. this additional eoUrtle" of action, which does not appear in 
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General O'Daniel, for one, thought that the U.S. should also go 
to work with hot haste to shore up South Vietnam. In a memoran· 
dum on July 27, he concluded, "I feel this is great opportunity US 
assist in pointing Vietnam right direction. Th.is area can be used as 
testing ground to combat-the warfare Communist [sic] would hope 
employ everywhere including US. I personally feel that consider· 
ation should be given to make effort toward establishing US 
strongly here." He also urged that the U,S. take Over from the 
French the entire military training program in Vietnam, .31 

On August 8, O'Daniel, head of the U ,S, military mission in 
Saigon, cabled Washington a brief summary of a report by the 
MAAG on the U.S. role in Indochina, in which he proposed that 
the U,S. assume the "dominant role," in cooperation with the 
French and Vietnamese, in developing "strong democratic state ori· 
ented toward West," Th.is would require, he said, that " ... US ad­
visors and operation agencies assist Free Vietnam all echelons and 
in all functional activities, Generally every key Free Vietnam offi­
cial and government agency will have along side one or more US 
specialists for steering in discharge responsibilities, all with French 
concurrence." O'Daniel added that Heath agreed with these propos­
als, ". , , although he has reservations as to some of methods pr<>o 
posed, as he doubts necessity of US to become quite so far involved 
in operation of this government except on military training side, 
Comment: I feel this is war in every sense, Wartime methods, 
therefore, are in order all fields until emergency passed:'''. 

The attitude in the Pentagon was much more guarded, however, 
both among civilian and military officials. The reaction of the JCS 
was that even before assuming training responsibilities for Indochi­
nese forces, there should be assurance, first, that there was a 
"strong, stable civil government," second, that any of the three 
governments wanting to have the U.S. provide training and equip­
ment should formally request such assistance, and, third, that the 
French should grant full independence and that French forces 
should make a phased withdrawal, enabling the U.S. to deal direct­
ly and independently with the countries concerned."· Secretary of 
Defense Wilson agreed.". The State Department disagreed with 
the Pentagon, and asked that the training missions be estab­
lished,'" JCS conditions were mentioned, however, in the subse­
quent communication with the French. 

The U.S, sought to impress upon the French and the countries of 
Indochina its determination to move ahead in preventing further 
Communist advances in the area, including support for Diem, as 
well as making it clear to the French that their hegemony was 
over, On August 18, 1954, Dulles sent a personal message to 
Mendes-France in which he emphasized U.s. backing for Diem, and 
said that Eisenhower would soon be sending Diem a message to 
this effect, (This message, conveyed in a letter of October 23, 1954, 
had been suggested by Heath on July 23 as a way of assuring Diem 
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of U.S. support.)''' He also told Mendes-France that henceforth 
the U.S. would deal directly with the three governments. Besides 
strengthening them. this approach was also dictated by Congress, 
he said. referring to the provision in the 1954 foreign aid bill that 
assistance should be given directly. rather than through France as 
in the case of the Navarre plan. In addition, he told Mendes-France 
that. depending on the establishment of independence and the sta­
bility of the recipient governments (the JCS conditionsl. the U.S. 
was prepared to consider requests for military training and assist­
ance from the three countries.' .. 

Establishnumt of SEA 1Y) 

Completion of a Pacific pact was also a top U.S. priority after 
Geneva. Dulles was reluctant to enter into a treaty that would 
commit the U.S. to action in the area of Southeast Asia, especially 
the defense of Indochina, but he aiso felt it had to be done. In a 
conversation with the President on August 17, 1954. he said, "I ex­
pressed my concern with reference to the projected SEA Treaty on 
the grounds that it involved committing the prestige of the United 
States in an area where we had little control and where the situa­
tion was by no means promising. On the other hand. I said that 
failure to go ahead would work a total abandonment of the area 
without a struggle." He added this interesting and prescient com­
ment: "I thought that to make the treaty include the area of Cam­
bodia, Laos and Southern Vietnam Was the lesser of two evils. but 
would involve a real risk of results which would hurt the prestige 
of the United States in this area."'" 

On August 30. just before leaving for the Southeast Asia Treaty 
Conference in Manila, Dulles talked to Livingston Merchant about 
the trip. He was not pleased with the attitude of the British and 
the French. who "are blocking everything we want to do." And if 
he went to the meeting. Dulles said, (speaking of himself), "he is 
hooked on it-he can't come back without a treaty." 

The Sec. said he is not happy at the way things are going. 
The idea they are signing the Treaty to please him does not 
please him at ail. He has great reservations about the Treaty­
whether it will be useful in the mood of the participants­
whether we are not better off by ourselves. This running away 
from the word Communist-the unwillingness to ailow unofl'i­
ciai observers to come from Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia and 
the objection to our having any military mission to Cambodia 
are examples. They seem to have no desire or intention to hold 
the baiance of Indochina. By goiug into a treaty of this sort, we 
limit our own freedom of action. Once we sign, then we have to 
consult re any action. They are more concerned with trying 
not to annoy the Communists rather than stopping them. 

Merchant tried to assure Dulles that the British and French 
would participate in good faith, and told him that if he did not 
attend. "the effect on the Thais and the Cambodians . . . will be 
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fatal .... The Sec. has to be there .... M. said we can't afford to 
hand the other side the complete victory in both quarters on a 
silver platter." Dulles responded that he was "willing to fight it 
out. but is it good to tie oneself up with people who are not willing 
to fight."'" 

Despite Dulles' misgivings. he attended the meeting at which the 
treaty was agreed to in early September 1954. Its title was the 
"Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty." It became known as 
SEATO (Southeast Asia Treaty Organization) even though. unlike 
NATO. there was to be no organization as such.1<· Its members 
were the U.S .• Britain. France. Australia. New Zealand. the Philip­
pines. Thailand. and Pakistan. Other Asian countries declined to 
join. In order to avoid possible conflict with the Gi!neva settlement 
(which prohibited all of Indochina. including North Vietnam. from 
partiCipating in military pacts) the members also agreed to a proto­
col stipulating that Vietnam. Laos and Cambodia would be covered 
by the treaty. rather than becoming actual members. 

The key provision of the treaty was article IV. by which the par­
ties agreed to defend the territory of members (and protocol states 
designated as being included). This WIIB the text of article IV: 

1. Each Party recognizes that aggression by means of armed 
attack in the treaty area against any of the Parties or against 
any State or territory which the Parties by unanimous agree­
ment may hereafter designate. would endanger its own peace 
and safety. and agrees that it will in that event act to meet the 
common danger in accordance with its constitutional processes. 
Measures taken under this paragraph shall be immediately re­
ported to the Security Council of the United Nations. 

2. If. in the opinion of any of the Parties. the inviolability or 
the integrity of the territory or the sovereignty or political in­
dependence of any Party in the treaty area or of any other 
State or territory to which the provisions of paragraph 1 of 
this Article from time to time apply is threatened in any way 
other than by armed attack or is affected or threatened by any 
fact Or situation which might endanger the peace of the area, 
the Parties shail consult immediately in order to agree on the 
measures which should be taken for the COmmon defense. 

3. It is understood that no action on the territory of any 
State designated by unanimous agreement under paragraph 1 
of this Article or on any territory so designated shall be taken 
except at the invitation or with the consent of the government 
concerned. 

In order to avoid other local conflicts, especially colonial con­
flicts. the U.S. insisted, however, that parlilf.'"aph 1 of article IV 
would apply only to "communist aggression.' and a statement of 
understanding on this point was included as the fmal paragraph in 
the treaty. 

In connection with article IV. there is another important point 
that does not seem to have been recognized in the discussions of 
SEA TO over the years. especially those concerning the application 
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of SEATO to the U.S. decision to wage war in Vietnam. According 
to the Pentagon Papers, '47 U.S. representatives to Manila were 
given "four uncompromisable pre-(X)nditions: 

"(a) The U.S. would refuse to commit any U.s. forces unilateral­
ly; 

"(b) Were military action to be required, one or more of the Eu­
ropean signatories would have to participate; 

"(c) The U.s. intended to contribute only sea and air power, ex­
pecting that other signatories would provide ground forces; 

"(d) The U.S. wonld act only against communist aggression." 
As the Pentagon Papers narrative states, "These instructions not 

only clearly exempt the use of U.S. ground forces, but presuppose 
multilateral action before the U.S. would act in any capacity." 
However, this position, on which U.S. participation in SEATO 
originally was based, appears to have been ignored by policymakers 
during the Johnson administration, when SEATO was said to be 
one basis for the decision to send U.s. forces, including ground 
forces, into comhat in Vietnam. 

Although it requires skipping ahead of the narrative, it is helpful 
here to note the action taken on the treaty by the U.S. Senate. In a 
sense, the Senate was already committed. Although the congres­
sional initiative for a Pacific pact had come generally from the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee, the Senate also had moved 
toward that position, and the Foreign Relations Committee had en­
dorsed the idea at the time of the Korean Mutual Defense Treaty 
in early 1954. In addition, Dulles had decided to include members 
of the Foreign RelatiollJ! Committee as U.S. representatives to the 
SEA TO Conference, thereby further assuring the acceptance of the 
plan. Thus, the treaty was signed for the United States by Dulles, 
by Senator H. Alexander Smith and by Senator Mike Mansfield. 
<Except for the U.N. Treaty, this was the first and only time that 
Members of Congress have been treaty signators.l 

Action on SEATO began when the Foreign Relations Committee 
held an open hearing on the treaty on November 11, 1954, with 
Dulles as the principal witness ... • There was no controversy, or 
even serious questioninJI of the treaty, and the hearing lasted only 
2 hours. The only significant diacussion concerned the in terpreta­
tion of article IV. Dulles was asked whether Congress would be 
consulted before action was taken in the case of both paragraph 1 
(open attack) and paragraph 2 (subversion). He replied that it 
would be. He was alao asked about the provision in paragraph 2 of 
article IV for collJ!ultation in the event of a threat. and he replied 
that it required consultation, but did not require action. Moreover, 
any of the parties could act before consuJting. He was not asked 
the obvious question as to whether the U.S. could also act inde­
pendently of the other parties in unilaterally implementing the 
treaty. (This interpretation was subsequently placed on the treaty, 
and was used to help to justify U.S. involvement in the war.) 

Dulles pointed out that the language of article IV was deliberate­
ly designed to avoid the constitutional questions that had been 
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raised about the so-called "automaticity" provision of NATO (an 
attack on one is an attack on alD. Instead, it was provided in arti­
cle IV that an attack on one of the parties would endanger the 
peace and security of each party. Moreover, language was added 
with respect to acting in accordance with "constitutional process­
es." No one on the committee asked the Secretary what was meant 
by this phrase, but the question was diBcu.ssed later in an executive 
session of the committee on January 13, 1955, when the committee, 
then under the new leadership of the Democrats, (who regained 
control of the Senate and the House in the election of 1954) heard 
Dulles again .... 

Senator Smith. And you used the words "constitutional proc­
esses," having in mind that the President undoubtedly would 
corne to Congress in case of any threat of danger in the area, 
unless we had some sudden emergencY. 

Secretary Dulles. Unless the emergency were so great that 
there had to be some prompt action to save a vital interest of 
the United States, then the normal process would of course be 
to act through Congress if it is in session, and if not in session, 
to call Congress. 

In another open hearing on January 19, former Republican Rep­
resentative Hamilton Fish testified againat the treaty, objecting to 
its warlike character, and the danger of U.S. military involvement 
in Indochina in the future. He proposed a "reservation" to the 
treaty, as follows: "No United States ground, air or naval forces 
shall engage in any defense actions in accordance with the provi­
sions of this treaty before the Congress has consented to their use 
against Communist armed attack or armed aggression by a declara­
tion of war.H 

In a Imal executive session on January 21, 1955. the Foreign Re­
lations Committee diBcu.ssed Fish's proposal, as well as the question 
of Congress' role'S. Senator Smith took the position that the 
treaty required the President to get congressional approval before 
using U.S. forces. except in an emergencY. He was asked whether 
the President could retaliate immediately if U.S. ships were at­
tacked. He replied that he could. but that "constitutional processes 
mean and imply that the Congress be a part of any action. . . ." 
He was then asked whether the Fish proposal should be accepted. 
He said it should not be; that the President should be able to come 
to Congress for approval of military action short of a full-scale de­
clared conflict. Senator Morse, a new member of the committee, 
pointed out that a situation might arise "where we might want to 
authorize the President of the United States to take certain mili­
tary defensive action to protect American interest short of a decla­
ration of war. . . a resolution of approval or a congressional direc­
tive, so to speak, to the President, without getting us involved in 
war, at least at that point." This. he said, would be a "constitution­
al process." 

Senator Mansfield said he agreed with Smith, and that 
". . . there was no doubt in the minds of any of us [at Manila] as to just 
what that meant; that anything short of an immediate and direct 
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emergency under the terms of this treaty, any action contemplated, 
would have to be brought before the Senate for consideration and 
disposition." 

Senator Capehart. In other words, there is no possibility 
then for the President under this treaty to go to war on the 
scale, let US say, of the Korean war, without getting a declara­
tion of war by Congress. Is that your thought? 

Senator Mansfield. That is my understanding. 
The new chairman of the committee, Senator George, who had 

been closely involved in action on the NATO Treaty, took the posi­
tion that it was impossible to define or delimit the power of the 
President to use the armed forces under the SEATO Treaty, even 
though he recognized Capehart's concern that the President might 
define an "emergency" as he saw fit. "I do not think any President 
under our Constitution," George said, "can go all around the world 
and pick out a spot and say, 'Here is a vital interest' or 'The lives 
or liberty Or property of an American citizen is at stake that re­
quires emergency action.' But happily, I think that the President of 
the United States is not disposed to take that extreme view in this 
instance, and while we do not know who else may be President of 
the United States, I do not believe we should undertake to delimit 
a power here which we cannot do to our own satisfaction, because I 
assure you that if we could have done it in the NATO Treaty, it 
would have been done." Except for Capehart, members of the com­
mittee expressed agreement with George's position. Among these 
was Fulbright, who made, in retrospect, an interesting statement: 
". . . there is no way to escape the risk of having someone possibly 
who is arbitrary or ill advised ... we can only rely on our good 
sense not to elect Presidents who are so unwise or arbitrary or un­
civilized as to exercise arbitrary powers under the President's 
powers, which he does have." 

SEATO was approved by the Foreign Relations Committee 14-1, 
with Langer in the minority. No action was taken on Fish's propos­
aL In its report, the committee said that after discussing the 
matter it had decided against "throwing open the entire controver­
sial topic of the relative orbit of power between the executive and 
the legislative branches." For the same reason, it also decided 
against trying to "develop the meaning of 'constitutional process­
es/ "151 

Senate debate on SEATO was also perfunctory, with no dissent 
and no opposition votes except for Langer. I " Perhaps this was 
symbolic not only of the broad congressional consensus in support 
of SEATO, but the nature of the commitment itself. As Chester 
Cooper, who was a member of the delegation, commented, ", . , re­
alists in Washington recognized that SEA TO was primarily a 
morale building exercise. and in the last analysis both the confer­
ence and its treaty organization were frail instruments for either 
the military containment of China or as a bulwark against Commu­
nist subversion." 153 
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Also of interest are the perceptive comments of the military rep­
resentative on the U.S. delegation to the SEATO Conference, Vice 
Adm. Arthur C. Davis (Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
International Security Affairs), in his report to the Secretary of 
Defense:'" 

AB you know, the Manila Conference convened following 
Communist military achievements in Indochina and political 
and psychological successes at Geneva. Against this back­
ground the effort of the Manila Conference to construct a col­
lective defense arrangement for Southeast Asia and the South­
west Pacific was directed in large measure to recovering from 
the psychological blow thus administered to the Free World. 
Much of what was said at the Conference bore witness to the 
preeminence of psychological objectives in the thinking of the 
participating States. In a real sense, the Treaty that emerged 
at Manila is a response to the Geneva Agreements . 

• • • • • • • 
The United States was faced in this issue, I believe, with the 

dilemma of attempting to attain two objectives that were not 
completely compatible: on the one hand there was a desire to 
place the Communists on notice as clearly as possible that fur­
ther aggression in the area would meet with effective collective 
counter-action. Such unequivocal notification would tend to en­
hance the psychological effect of the Treaty on the Free World 
and the deterrent effect on the Communists. Yet on the other 
hand, in spite of the greater psychological effect that a strong­
ly worded Treaty might have, the attainment of this objective 
was necessarily limited by the extent to which the United 
States, in its own interest could undertake advance military 
commitments under the Treaty in restriction of its freedom of 
action. A further limitation was the fact that the United States 
can commit itself to take military action only in accordance 
with its Constitutional processes. Thus, opposed to the objec­
tive of maximum psychological effect was the necessity that 
the United States retain essential freedom of action, and avoid 
treaty commitments that were inconaistent with Constitutional 
requirements and therefore prejudicial to support for ratifica­
tion of the Treaty by the Senate. 

The Treaty as it stands agreed is in effect a reconciliation of 
these conflicting objectives. At the moment it serves more a 
psychological than a military purpose. The area is no better 
prepared than before to cope with Communist aggression. AB 
time goes on, however, the Treaty can provide a nucleus for c0-
ordinated defense, and may rally presently uncommitted 
States to the non-Communist side, 

The Fonrwso Resclutwn 
Beginning in September 1954, the China problem, which contino 

ued to dominate U .8. policy in the Far East, became mare serious, 
and once again there was a flurry of activity in Washington as the 
government sought to deal with this new situation, This led to Con-
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gress' passage of the Formosa Resolution authorizing the President 
to protect Formosa and the adjacent Pescadores Islands against at­
tacks by the Communist Chinese. Because of the effecta of these 
events on the attitudes of U.S. polieymakers toward Asia and 
toward Indochina, as well as the significance of the Formosa Res0-
lution for the policymak.i.ng system itself. it is important to review 
briefly what occurred. 

The Formosa Straits crisis, which began at about the time of the 
Manila Conference on SEATO, and may have been, at least in part, 
a response to that development. arose when the Communist Chi­
nese began military action against some of the small islands close 
to the coast of China (some within a couple of miles), the so-called 
"offshore islands," which were occupied by the Nationalists. (There 
were three groups, the Tachens. the Quemoys, and the Matsus. but 
the first of these. being more difficult to defend. was not considered 
as important as the other two groups. and the Nationalists subse­
quently withdrew from them.) This caused an immediate and very 
strong reaction in Washington, where there was growing concern 
about protecting what was called the "Western Pacific Island 
chain," of which Formosa was a part. The JCS advocated bombing 
China <Ridgway dissented) because of the adverse psychological ef­
fecta of losing the offshore islands. but the Chiefs agreed that they 
were not required for the defense of Formosa. and Eisenhower re­
fused to go to war over the issue. ' " 

In early January 1955, the Chinese attacked the offshore islands 
again, and this time the administration decided that the situation 
might become serious enough to require U.s. action. To warn the 
Chinese, as well as to prepare for possible action against China. Ei­
senhower asked Congress on January 24, 1955, to approve the For­
mosa Resolution. 

Prior to sending the resolution to Congress, Secretary Dulles had 
discussed with his Legal Adviser. Herman Phleger, whether it was 
necessary to get Congress' approval. This is the record of that con­
versation: 166 

The Sec. said there is some question about asking Congress 
for authority on the theory the President has it. P. has thought 
of it-other resolutions use "authorize." He will be up to show 
the Sec. some drafts. P. said a constitutional argument would 
be very bad. The Sec. referred to Wilson's asking Congress to 
arm ships. P. said the Pres. really has to go to Congress. 

Dulles also asked his congressional affairs adviser. Thruston 
Morton, whether Walter George should see the draft of the resolu­
tion before it was sent to Congress, and Morton replied that he 
should, as should Chairman Richards of the Foreign Affairs Com­
mittee and the Republican counterpart in both committees.' 51 This 
was done. 

The text of the Formosa resolution as it was submitted to Con­
gress was as follows: 

That the President of the United States be and hereby is au­
thorized to employ the Armed Forces of the United States as 
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he deems necessary for the specific purpose of securing and 
protecting Formosa and the Pescadores against armed attack. 
this authority to include the securing and protection of such 
related portions and territories of that area now in friendly 
hands and the taking of such other measures as he judges to 
be required or appropriate in assuring the defense of Formosa 
and the Pescadores. 

The resolution shall expire when the President shall deter­
mine that the peace and security of the area is reasonably 
assured by international conditions created by action of the 
United Nations or otherwise. and shall so report to the 
Congress. 

This resolution was the first of a series of resolutions passed by 
Congress during the 1950s and 19605. of which the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution was the sixth and last. which approved or authorized 
Presidential use of the armed forces to protect a country or coun­
tries. or declared U.S. determination to defend a country or an 
area. ISS 

In part because it was a new way of securing congressional con­
sent to use force. based on getting a prior commitment from Con­
gress. and in part because of the great controversy over the Forme>­
sa question. the resolution was hotly debated. especially in the 
Senate. Although it passed easily. 410-3 in the House and 83-3 in 
the Senate. and without any amendments, there was considerable 
apprehension that Congress was, for the first time in its history, 
voting to delegate to the President the power to declare war. Many 
Members agreed with the characterization of the resolution by Sen­
ators Barkley of Kentucky and Byrd of Virginia, (which was given 
greater currency by Senator Morse), as a "predated declaration of 
war. " 

Secretary Dulles met in executive session on January 24, 1956. 
with the Senate Foreign Relations and Armed Services Committees 
sitting as a joint committee. He told the group that unless the U.S. 
acted. this "probing operation" could lead to a conclu.sion by the 
Communists that the U.S. was not going to defend its interests. at 
which point " ... the situation will disintegrate. Then I think that 
we will be faced with the clear alternative between what would be 
a general war with China. which might also, under the treaty be­
tween China and Russia, involve Soviet Russia, or an abandonment 
of the entire position in the western Pacific." 

During 3 days of executive sessions on the resolution. the joint 
committee indicated two principal concerns. The first was whether 
the resolution should be limited to defense of Formosa and the ad­
jacent Pescadores Islands. (The language of the resolution gave the 
President the option of defending the offshore islands, as well as 
taking "such other measures" as he considered "required or appro­
priate" in defending Formosa and the Pescadores.l Motions to ex· 
elude the offshore islands were defeated in committee and on the 
Senate floor. in part. as Senator Russell stated so forcefully in com­
mittee, because the purpose of the resolution-to threaten China 
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with war-was so momentous as to make the qUE!lltion of the off­
shore islands seem inconsequential ... • 

The other concern expressed by many members of the joint com­
mittee was what Congress would be doing by approving the resolu­
tion, and the effect of this on the war power of Congress. DulIE!ll 
tE!Iltified, as the President had stated in sending the resolution to 
Congress, that the President did not necessarily need the resolution 
in order to act, but he added that there was "some doubt whether 
the President could take the action that might be necessary with­
out the approval of Congress." To clarify the legal-constitutional 
question, and to indicate to the world that the U.S. had a united 
position, he thought it was essential for Congress to pass the 
resolution. 

In response to questions, Dulles stated that under the resolution 
the President could order U.8. forces to strike first, but he dis­
missed the possibility tbat the resolution would encourage PrE!lli· 
dential warmaking. ". . . there has never been any President of 
the United StatE!ll who was not able, if he wanted to, to involve this 
United StatE!ll in war. . . . There is nothing that the Congress can 
do to diminish effectively that danger, because if the President 
wants to get us into a war, resolution Or no resolution in my opin­
ion he can do iL" 160 

In a question of significance for later events in Vietnam, DulIE!ll 
was asked whether, if the resolution were approved, and the U.S. 
then became involved in a "progressively developing" war with 
China, it would be necessary for the President to return to Con­
gress for a declaration of war. Dulles replied that he doubted 
whether such an action would be required, but that the President 
would, of course, come back to Congress for approval of additional 
funds or forcE!ll.l.l 

Most members of the Senate joint committee, as well as of the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee (which held an afternoon's exec­
utive session hearing on the resolution),l.' agreed that the resolu­
tion, in the words of Senator Morse, "calls for no power that the 
President of the United StstE!ll doesn't already have as a matter of 
constitutional power."'·' Several Members, especially Mansfield in 
the Senate and Judd in the House, went even further, arguing that 
because it expressly "authorized" action by the President, it might 
be considered a precedent which would limit the ability of the 
President to act in the future. Mansfield asked whether a resolu­
tion supporting the President's constitutional powers would not be 
preferable: , •• 

Senator Mansfield. Mr. Secretary, 1 would like to have your 
opinion of a concurrent resolution expressing the sense of Con­
gress that the President has the full confidence of Congress in 
the exercise of his powers as Commander in Chief to deploy 
Armed ForcE!ll and so forth. 

I n~ the ezcellent discU8l!1Qn in SFRC HUJ. SeT,. vol. VJl, pp 256 fr. 
! ~I) Ibid... p. 122. 
Ift1lbld.,p. 105. 
1 USee HFRC Hu.- Ser., vol. Xvtll. pt. 2, pp. 371 fT. 
1 63S}i'RC HIJI. &r.. vol. VII, p. 116. 
lUlbid.. p. 126. 
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I ask for your opinion because I am somewhat disturbed at 
the possibility that the President may be abdicating in a sense 
a power to us which he already has, and I want to see the 
President retain his full powers as C<Jmmander in Chief and 
retain freedom of action accordingly. 

At the same time, I want the C<Jngress to maintain its 
powers .... 

Secretary Dulles. . . . I am confident that the President 
would not regard that as adequate under the present circum­
stances. You may feel that the President has authority to use 
the Armed Forces of the United States as contemplated by this 
resolution, that he already has that authority. I say that the 
President himself does not feel that, the Attorney General does 
not feel that, the legal adviser at the State Department does 
not feel that. And I would suspect that there were a good 
many people in C<Jngress who did not feel that. 

In reporting the resolution, both the House Foreign Affairs C<Jm­
mit100 (which approved the resolution 28-0) and the Senate joint 
committee (which approved the resolution 27-2, with Langer and 
Morse in opposition) touched on these concerns, taking the position 
on the war powers issue that the resolution did not, in the worde of 
the Senate joint committee, "enter into the field of controversy 
over the relative powers of the President and the C<Jngress."'" 
The Senate report added, "It does call for the two branches of the 
Government to stand together in the face of a common danger. 
With such unity there can be no question that the necessary consti­
tutional powers exist for such action as may be required to meet 
the kind of emergency contemplated by the resolution." 

Both reports emphasized that the resolution was intended to 
clarify u.s. intentions and to act as a deterrent. Both reports also 
recognized that the President was being authorized, in the worde of 
the House report, ". . . to decide the time, the place, and the sub­
stance of defensive action that he may fmd n~ to take .... " 
The Senate report specifically approved a possible' preemptive" or 
first strike by which the President could act first, "in the event 
Chinese C<Jmmunist forces should be grouped in such a way as to 
present a clear and immediate threat to the security of Formosa or 
the Pescadores." 

House debate on the resolution was brief and perfunctory, in 
part because the Rules C<Jmmittee had decided to keep debate to a 
minimum by reporting the resolution under a "closed rule" allow­
ing no amendments. The Rules C<Jmmittee chairman, Howard W. 
Smith (DIVa.), set the tone by his opening statement, in which he 
said ". . . it is the earnest hope of the Democratic leadership that 
when this resolution comes to a vote at least on the Democratic 
side there shall not be a dissenting voice heard." And a high-rank­
ing member of the Armed Services C<Jmmittee, Mendell Rivers (DI 
S.C.l, was even more fervent: " ... I am voting today," he declared, 
"to give him [the President] authority to use whatever is necessary, 
including nuclear weapons, which he has marked for the Chinese 
C<Jmmunists, and I hope he will start at Peking and work right 
down."·ss Others, however, expressed the belief that the resolution 

lUH. ftept. 844, Qnd S Rept 84-13. 
IUCR. voL 101. '" 675. 
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would promote peace. Only three Members of the House voted 
against the resolution-Graham Barden (D/N.C.), Timothy P. Shee­
han (Rim.), and Eugene Siler (R/Ky.). 

In the Senate there was a somewhat longer but also uneventful 
debate, and in the end only Langer, Morse and Herbert H. Lehman 
CD/N.Y.) opposed the resolution.'·' 

What was eventful, however, was the passage by Congress of the 
fIrst "predated declaration of war," thus establishing a precedent 
that would have more serious consequences in the years ahead. As 
for the Formosa Resolution itself, it was repealed by Congress in 
1974'·· as part of Congress' attempt, based on its experience in the 
Vietnam war, to clear the books of legislation by which it had au­
thorized or approved advance, open-ended military action by the 
President in the Far East. 

Although the Formosa Resolution may have helped to establish 
precedents that Congress later regretted, this use o' such a resolu­
tion as a consensual device for bridging the separation of powers, 
and enabling the U.S. Government to speak with one voice on an 
important foreign affairs problem, appeared at the time, as on ear­
lier oe<:asions during and after World War II, to be an effective way 
of achieving national unity and supporting national policy. It also 
produced generally positive results, as evidenced by the fact that in 
1955, and again in 1958, the Eisenhower administration's handling 
of the situation appeared to be successful, thus confirming claims 
that the resolution would act as a deterrent, and was therefore a 
step toward peace. 

1411'he Hause debate was on January 25, 1955, and the Senate's on January 26-28. After p&S8" 

iug the Fol1l'1088 Reaoiution, the Senate a1ao approved on February 9, 1955, a mutual defenae 
treaty with Nationalist Chin.a (the Republic of China) which had been negotiated during the fall 
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vote was 6..',· .. ·.t Thoee voting against were Democrats DeIlJtis Chavez (N.M./, Albert Gon (Tenn.), 
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I"Public Law 93-4i5" The Gulf of Tonkin ~lutkm had all"Mdy been repealed in 1970. 



CHAPTER 6 

COUNTER-REVOLUTION AND "NATION BUILDING" DURING 
THE INTERVAL BETWEEN THE WARS 

During September and October 1954, as the U.S. continued to 
take determined action to support the Diem government, the politi­
cal turmoil in South Vietnam increased, and many American offi­
cials doubted that Diem would be able to remain in power. Faced 
with this situation, the U.S. Government sought to rally support 
for Diem in Vietnam, in France, and in the United States itself. In 
Vietnam, Ambassador Heath, lansdale, and Fiahel, worked to head 
off the threat of a coup by General Nguyen Van Hinh, Chief of 
Staff of the Army, (and the son of former Prime Minister Nguyen 
Van Tam).' At the same time, Heath tried to persuade General 
Paul Ely (then French Commissioner in Indochina and Chief of 
French Union forces in the area) and other French representatives 
to give full support to Diem. (The French preferred former Prime 
Ministers Nguyen Van Tam, Tran Van Huu or Buu Loc.) lansdale, 
in particular, worked on the problem of getting support for Diem 
from the three principal sects that dominated the politics of South 
Vietnam (Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen), and on persuading 
Diem to broaden his government to include representatives from 
the sects. 2 At one point in late September, Heath met with leaders 
of the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao to emphasize U.S. support for 
Diem and the need for support from the sects. He said that the 
U.S. would not condone Hinh's proposed overthrow of Diem, but 
that it recognized Diem's limitations, and that if his government 
did not "produce results and show progress within reasonable 
period of time, US would naturally wish to re-examine its 
position." 3 

Meanwhile, Secretary Dulles waged a double-edged campaign for 
Diem with French and American leaders. In late September a 
meeting of U.S. and French officials was held in Washington, and 
the French representatives agreed to support the Diem govern-

ISee the various cables in FRUS, 1952-1954, vol. XIII, JXl$Sim. Heath WeB also trying to re­
strain General O'Daniel, Chief of the U.S. MAAG in Vietnam. who W88 a supporter of HiDh. See 
also Heath's letter to Walter Robertson. Assistant Secretary of State for the Far East, PP. DOD 
ed., book 10, pp. 753-755. 

'See In the Midst of Wars, pp. 171 ff. George C. Herring, America', Longest War (New York: 
John Wiley and Sons, 1979), pp. 51-52. has succinctly described these groupe 8B follo'W'S: 

''The Cao Dai and Hoa Hao represented the most potent politica1 forces in the fragmented 
society of post-Geneva Vietnam. Organized along the linea of the Catholic Church with a 'pope' 
88 head, the Cao Dai claimed two million adherents, maintained an army of 20,000, and exer­
cised political control over much of the Mekong Delta. The H08 Mao, with 88 many 88 one mil­
lion followel'8 and an army of 15.000. dominated the region northwest of SaiKon- In addition, the 
Binh Xuyen, 8 mafia-like organiz.ation headed by 8 colorful brigand namea Bay Vien. had an 
army of 25,000 men, earned bugh revenuea from gambling and proetitution in Saigon, and actu­
ally ran the city's police foree_" 

JFRUS, 1952-1954, voL xm, pp. 2048-2052. Earlier, Heath had made the same points to Gen· 
era! Bay Vien of the Binh Xuyen. See pp. 2000-200l. 
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ment, Following this, Dulles talked to Mendes-France, who said 
that although he thought Diem lacked the "necessary qualities," 
there was no one else with those qualities, and therefore he agreed 
that France should support Diem' 

At the same time, Dulles had help from Senator Mansfield in in­
fluencing both the French and the U.S, Congress, In conjunction 
with his trip to Manila in September 1954 as a U,S. representative 
to the SEATO Conference, Mansfield first stopped in Paris, where 
he and Ambassador Dillon talked to French officials, and then in 
Saigon, where he saw Diem. After the latter visit, Heath cabled a 
report to Washington, in which he said that Diem had "glossed 
over" his political problems "in order," Heath said, "that Senator 
should not have too dark a picture of situation here,'" 

Later in September, just before U.S. discussions with the French, 
Dulles asked Mansfield (then in Berlin on a trip) for his appraisal 
of the situation in Vietnam and of Diem's chances, Mansfield sent 
Washington a cable which Dulles was then able to use, particularly 
with the French, but also within the executive branch itself, in 
urging support for Diem. 

In his cable, Mansfield said:" 
The political crisis in south Vietnam arises from the insist­

ence of Diem on forming a government that is free of corrup­
tion and dedicated to achieving genuine national independence 
and internal amelioration , . . only a govt of the kind Diem en· 
visions-and it would be a govt worthy of our support-has 
much chance of survival, eventually free of outside support be­
cause only such a govt can hope to achieve a degree of popular 
support as against the Viet Minh. If Diem falls, the alternative 
is a govt composed of his present opponents, no combination of 
which is likely to base itself strongly in the populace, Such a 
govt would be indefmitely dependent on support of the French 
and could survive only so long as the latter are able to obtaln 
Viet Minh acquiescence in its survival. 

He added, however, that the "fundamental question , . , may 
well be not can Diem form a worthy govt but do the French really 
want Diem and what he stands for to succeed?" 

On October 15, 1954, Mansfield's report on his trip to Vietnam 
was issued. 7 In Vietnam, he said, "events have now reached a stage 
of acute crisis, , , . Unless there is a reversal of present trends, all 
of Vietnam is open in one way or another to absorption by the 
Vietminh," In order for a government to survive, he said, it would 
have to be based on "genuine nationalism," "deal effectively with 
corruption," and demonstrate "a concern in advancing the welfare 

·Tbid, pp. 2101, 2115. 
'Ibid., p. 2002. 
fIM, p. 2056. Shaplen. iJu! Lost &uoJution, p. 115, quotes 8 discussion ofthe subject which 
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of the Vietnamese people." If Diem were forced out of office, he 
questioned the "salvagability" of U.S. policy toward Vietnam, and 
concluded, therefore, that if the Diem government fell, ". . . the 
United States should consider an immediate suspension of all aid 
to Vietnam and the French Union forces there, except that of a hu­
manitarian nature, preliminary to a complete reappraisal of our 
present policies in Free Vietnam." 

Diem, Mansfield said later, reprinted and distributed 100,000 
copies of the report." Dulles also made frequent reference to it, es­
pecially in conversations with the French. 9 

As the U.S. Government poured ita energy and resources into 
helping Diem, however, the situation in Vietnam appeared to be 
continuing to deteriorate, and Diem's position seemed increasingly 
insecure. On October 11, Heath reported that a Hinh-Ied coup 
could come in a matter of hours. General Ely, he said, had offered 
Diem the protection of French armor and troops, which Diem re­
fused.' 0 After a series of meetings, in which Heath told Hinh that 
a coup would result in suspension of U.S. aid to the Army, and 
would be "disastrous" for Hinh personally," the threat was mo­
mentarily lifted. 

In Washington, meanwhile, the President had signed the letter 
to Diem (which had originally been suggested by Heath in July, as 
was mentioned earlier), but ita delivery was being delayed, in part 
because of the situation in Vietnam, but also because of continuing 
disagreementa between State and Defense on the U.S. program. 
Secretary of Defense Wilson was still strongly opposed to U.S. in­
volvement in Vietnam. In a meeting of the NSC on September 24, 
and again in a meeting with the President and Dulles on October 
19, Wilson stated that the U.S. should "get completely out of the 
area." 12 In another NSC meeting on October 26, after the Eisen­
hower letter had been given to Diem, Wilson continued to argue 
that the U.S. should get out of Vietnam. "These people should be 
left to stew in their own juice," he said. This exchange ensued: 13 

The President replied by pointing out to Secretary Wilson 
that what we were doing in Indochina was being done for our 
own purposes and not for the French. If we continued to re­
treat in this area the process would lead to a grave situation 
from the point of view of our national security. Accordingly, 
the President expressed a preference for Admiral Radford's 
earlier view that we should try to get the French out of the 
Indochina area. To the President's point Secretary Wilson re­
plied that if we had ever been in control of Indochina, as we 
had once been in the Philippines, he would feel differently 
about it. As matters stood, however, he could see nothing but 
grief in store for us if we remained in this area. 

The military also continued raising questions about the U.S. 
training role in Vietnam that the State Department was insisting 

·FRUS, 1952-1954, vol. xm, p. 2379. For the reaction in Paris and in Saigon to Mansfield'8 
report eee pp. 2141-2142, 2145. 

1lSee, for emmple. ibid.. p. 2165. 
IOlbid., p. 2131. 
IIlbid.. p. 2130. 
I'Ilbid.., pp. 2059, 2142. 
IIIbid, pp. 2185-2186. 



285 

upon, saying that the precondition of local political stability still 
had not been met, and that the limit on MAAG personnel imposed 
by the Geneva settlement (which set a ceiling on the numbers of 
foreign military personnel permitted in South Vietnam) would 
make such a program impossible in any event." 

There was also a sharp disagreement between State and Defense 
on the role, and therefore the cost, of the proposed Vietnamese 
Armed Forces, Defense (JCS) argued that they should provide limit­
ed defense agairurt external attack, as well as internal subversion, 
and that the initial cost would be about $500 million. State argued 
that SEATO would defend Vietnam, and that Vietnamese forces 
should be used agailUlt subversion, which should not cost more 
than about $100 million.15 (If the Viet Minh waged an "out-out" 
attack, Dulles said in a State Department staff meeting, ". , . he 
foresaw American bombing of Tonkin and probably general war 
with China, Our concept envisages a fIght with nuclear weapons 
rather than the commitment of ground forces.")" 

Despite Wilson's reservatiolUl and the objections of the JCS, 
Dulles' position prevailed, and the State Department proposais 
were approved by the NSC and the President. At the NOC meeting 
on October 22, 1954, at which the training program and the letter 
to Diem were given fInal approval, Radford restated the JCS objec­
tions. To this, "Speaking with conviction, the President observed 
that in the lands of the blind, one-eyed men are kings. What we 
wanted, continued the President, was a Vietnamese force which 
would support Diem. Therefore let's get busy and get one, but cer­
tainly not at a cost of $400 million a year," He ordered that an 
"urgent program" of U .s.-supported training should begin, with the 
primary objective of providing troops loyal to Diem, in order to 
"assist him in establishing and sustaining a broadly-based govern­
ment in Free Vietnam .... "" 

In explaining this action to Dulles (who was in Paris) and to 
Heath, Under Secretary of State Herbert Hoover, Jr. (who had re­
placed Smith) said, in a cable drafted by Kenneth Young (who had 
replaced Bonsal as the Director of the Office of Philippine and 
South Asia Affairs), "If a government of national union is not 
formed. or if formed does not receive full and unreserved support 
of national army Or other groups and personalities throughout free 
Vietnam, or if Diem is removed from office or effectively prevented 
from developing broad government, the US will have to reconsider 
its aid to Vietnam and in particular whether it will continue even 
limited, short term assistance to prevent a critical emergency." In 
keeping with the pas de deux between the State Department and 
Senator Mansfield, the cable added, "In this respect conclusions of 
Senator Mansfield are relevant, At this time we see no satisfactory 
alternative governmental solution insofar as effective US assist­
ance or forthcoming Congressional support are concerned,"'" 

(4PP, DOD 00 .. book 10. pp. 756-760, 771-774 
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Ironically, on the same day that the President and the NSC ap­
proved giving the letter of conunitment to Diem, Heath cabled a 
report to Washington that said, in effect: "Diem must go." 

I believe there has been every reason to have upheld Diem to 
date since he does represent an ideal and he enjoys certaln 
prestige and confidence among masses of population. He has 
largely lost during course continuing deadlock, prestige and 
confidence of literate, articulate sections of Vietnamese com­
munity. There is still no worthy successor in sight, and we 
must gain time to prepare what Mendes-France calls "another 
structure of government." We cannot however lose much time. 
Everyone in Embassy is convinced that Diem cannot organize 
and administer strong government.' 9 

The letter from President Eisenhower to President Diem on Oc­
tober 28, 1954, has frequently been referred to as the beginning of 
the U.S. commitment to Vietnam, and thus as the first in the 
series of decisions leading to U.S. belligerency in Vietnam. This is 
correct only in the sense that the first commitment and offer of as­
sistance in 1950 had been made through the French, whereas the 
proffer of U.S. help in 1954 was based on direct assistance to the 
Government of Vietnam. As was noted earlier, however, the U.S. 
commitment to the defense of Vietnam and of Southeast Asia 
began in 1950 and was reaffirmed and strengthened at numerous 
pointa after that time. Eisenhower's letter to Diem was another 
step in a progression that began with Truman. It was not by any 
means the beginning of the U.S. commitment, but it did represent 
a new era in U.S. relations with Vietnam, and a new role for the 
United States. 

These were the key paragraphs in Eisenhower's letter to Diem:'O 

We have been exploring ways and means to permit our ald 
to Viet-Nam to be more effective and to make a greater contri­
bution to the welfare and stability of the Government of Viet­
Nam. I am, accordingly, instructing the American Ambassador 
to Viet-Nam to examine with you in your capacity as Chief of 
Government. how an intelligent program of American aid 
given directly to your Government can serve to assist Viet­
Nam in ita present hour of trial, provided that your Govern­
ment is prepared to give assurances as to the standards of per­
formance it would be able to maintain in the event such aid 
were supplied. 

The purpose of this offer is to assist the Government of Viet­
Nam in developing and maintaining a strong. viable state, ca­
pable of resisting attempted subversion or aggression through 
military means. The Government of the United States expecta 
that this aid will be met by performance on the part of the 
Government of Viet-Nam in undertaking needed reforms. It 
hopes that such aid, combined with your own continuing ef-

I ~ [buL. p :1l5.2-
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forts, will contribute effectively toward an independent Viet­
Nam endowed with a strong government. Such a government 
would, I hope, be so responsive to the nationalist aspirations of 
its people, so enlightened in purpose and effective in perform­
ance, that it will be respected both at home and abroad and 
discourage any who might wish to impose a foreign ideology on 
your free people. 

It will be noted that Eisenhower's letter avoided stating or re­
stating any specifIC U.S. commitment to Vietnam. Instead. it em­
phasized the need for Diem and his government to undertake the 
reforms which the U.S. felt were necessary in order for South Viet­
nam to survive, and the standards of performance which were 
expected in return for U.S. agreement to provide assistance to 
Vietnam. 

There is no evidence of any consultations by the executive 
branch with Congress about the offer of assistance contained in Ei­
senhower's letter to Diem, although the foreign policy committees 
may have received prior notification that the letter was being sent. 
The absence of such consultation would not be at all surprising, 
however, given the virtually solid consensus in Congress in support 
of the administration's position, and Mansfield's very strong sup. 
port in particular. The existence of this consensus is further dem­
onstrated by the total absence of public comment by Members of 
Congress when the letter was made public. <Lack of comment was 
probably also due to the fact that Congress was not in session at 
the time, and to the fact that the Eisenhower letter was generally 
perceived as being a renewal and strengthening of the U.S. position 
rather than a new commitment.) 

The Collins Mission 
In late October 1954, when it appeared that little progress was 

being made, the U.S. decided to send to Vietnam a prestigious, 
high-ranking envoy as a temporary replacement for Heath. In a 
meeting with the President, Dulles suggested that this should be a 
general, and mentioned several names, including Maxwell Taylor, 
who later served as U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam. Eisenhower 
agreed with the idea, but thought Gen. J. Lawton Collins was the 
best qualified. Collins was called in the next day, and left a few 
days later, having been appointed Special U.S. Representative with 
rank of Ambassador.21 Dulles, Collins said, told him, " ... the 
chance of my mission was only one in ten, but that the importence 
of checkinlf the spread of communism in Southeast Asia was worth 
the effort.' .. 

At the same time, in an effort to steady Diem, an importent and 
secret personal message to Diem from Wesley Fishel, then in 
Washington, was sent to Saigon on October 80 by State Depart­
ment cable. It read as follows:" 

Very dear Friend: There is no longer time for meditation. 
You must move ahead boldly, confidently, and with trust in 
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your friends. Compromise with Minh as Heath has urged is 
only course possible for the moment. There is no alternative, 
Be wise and patient. Give our military advisors time and op­
portunity to become effective, We will not permit Hinh or 
others to use American aid for their own selflBh purposes. Act 
as a statesman, If Hinh states publicly that he and army will 
cooperate with your government, accept his offer graciowliy, as 
we agreed weeks ago, Tour provinces with him and also mem­
bers of your government to show people you are concerned 
about their welfare and that government and army are united 
against communist danger. Reference President Eisenhower's 
message of support, we await your statement of approval to 
proceed with technical assistance program, You must act now 
if you want to save your people and your country. Sorry I am 
not with you now when you need me, I shall come to Saigon 
again however as soon as possible. Sincere best wishes and 
thanks for your many kindnesses. Wesley Fishel. 

Collins and his party (which included Paul Sturm, the Foreign 
Service officer whose memorandum on Mansfield's position was 
cited earlier) arrived in Vietnam on November 8, 1954, and within 
a few days he reported that he was very favorably impressed with 
Hinh He was less sure about Diem." 

After reviewing the situation, Collins proposed to General Ely 
that at the beginning of 1955 the U,S, would assume full responsi­
bility for all training of Vietnamese forces (but would use SOme 
French personnel); that the French Expeditionary Corps would be 
maintained at a level adequate to guard against an attack from the 
North (U.S, aid for French forces, then about $400 million a year, 
would drop, however, to $100 million); that the Vietnamese Army 
should become fully autonomous by June 1955, and that its size 
(then 170,(00), would be reduced to 77,000 by that date, !This was 
later changed to 100,000 and then to 150,000.) Collins also recom­
mended that the Vietnamese Army should contain a small ''block­
ing force" of combat units to be used, if necessary, against external 
attack, rather than for the entire military establishment to be di­
rected toward controlling internal subversion2 ' 

The French objected to having the U.S. take full responsibility 
for training, as well as replacement of other French personnel, and 
Dulles warned that the assumption by the U.s. of such a leading 
role might have adverse results: "We do not wish to be saddled 
with full responsibility for what happens in Vietnam," he cabled 
Collins, "because prospective developments there are very dubious. 
Furthermore, it seems clear that if Vietnam is to be saved it will 
require full French cooperation. Our feeling is that if we force 
them and if they finally agree to accepting replacement French 
personnel (which we do not believe they are willing to dol it would 
be only a nominal agreement which would create serious difficul­
ties for us with the French and saddle us with the full burden."26 
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The Pentagon's reaction to Collins' proposal was that it was gen­
erally acceptable, even though there was some question as to 
whether Vietnam could be adequately defended after the French 
withdrew all of their forces, in view of the small size of the pro­
posed Vietnamese combat force, and the fact that no U.S. ground 
forces were being committed to SEATO. There was also the con­
tinuing problem of political stability: "The Joint Chiefs of Staff fur­
ther consider that the chaotic internal political situation within 
Viet-Nam will hamper the development of loyal and effective secu­
rity forces for the support of the Diem Government and that it is 
probable that the development of such forces will not result in p0-
litical and military stability within South Viet-Nam. Unless the Vi­
etnamese themselves show an inclination to make the individual 
and collective sacrifices required to resist Communism no amount 
of external pressure and assistance can long delay a complete Com­
munist victory in South Viet-Nam."" 

The end result of U.S.-French discussions of Collins' proposals 
was that in February 1955 the French finally acceded to the U.S. 
assumption of training and to the autonomy of the Vietnamese 
Army, but the French responded by cutting their expeditionary 
force to 35,000 men by the end of 1955 rather than the level of 
100,000 previously planned for that date.'· 

Meanwhile, there were important political developments in Viet­
nam. [n late September 1954, Diem included in his government sev­
eral representatives of the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao. After persuading 
the two religious sects to cooperate, Diem then moved to eliminate 
Hinh. Late in October, when it looked as if Hinh was going to stage 
his threatened coup, Lansdale offered to take several of Hinh's top 
assistants for a visit to the Philippines. Lansdale said he asked 
Hinh if he would "like a visit to the nightclubs of Manila," but 
Hinh declined. The others accepted, and left with Lansdale for a 
week-long trip. Lansdale said he left them in the Philippines and 
hurried beck to Saigon, where "General Hinh told me ruefully that 
he had called off his coup. He had forgotten that he needed his 
chief lieutenants for key roles in the coup and couldn't proceed 
while they were out of the country with me. [ never did figure out 
how serious Hinh was with his talk of overthrowing the prime 
minister."Z9 

Hinh continued to refuse to leave office, however, despite the 
fact that he had been dismiased by Diem in September. Finally, 
Generals Collins and Ely persuaded him to do so, and he left per­
manently for France in late November. At this point, General Col­
lins urged Diem to appoint Phan Huy Quat (an M.D., and a leader 
of the northern Om Viets, a strong political faction, who had 
served in previous Cabinets) as Deputy Prime Minister in charge of 
Defense and Interior, or to one of these two Cabinet posts. Diem 
refused, asserting that this would be strongly opposed by the Cao 
Om and the Hoa Hao. On December 13, Collins, deeply troubled by 
Diem's position, told Washington, in response to a cable from 
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Dulles requesting a report on the situation, that he thought the 
U.S. had three alternatives in Vietnam: 

"(a) Continue support of Diem Government. 
"(b) Support establishment of another government which may be 

able to save situation. 
"(c) Gradually withdraw support from Vietnam." 
Collins said he was ". . . quite convinced that Diem and brothers 

Luyen and Nhu are afraid to turn over control of armed forces to 
Quat or any other strong man. They may also fear Quat as poten­
tial successor to Diem and hence are doing everything they can to 
keep him out of any post in government." Collins said that al­
though he recognized the "disadvantages of forcing Diem to accept 
'American choice' of Quat," continuation of the " ... status quo 
... is merely postponing evil day of reckoning as to when, if ever, 
Diem will assert type of leadership that can unify this country and 
give it chance of competing with hard, effective, unified control of 
Ho Chi Minh." He said that with Lansdale's help he was checking 
on opposition of sects to Quat, and would then consider whether to 
try to induce the sects not to block Quat's appointment. This would 
include suggesting to the Hoa Hao that "with Quat in defense all 
rice for armed forces would be purchased from Hoa Hao," as well 
as telling both sects that "any rebellion would lead to withdrawal 
all American aid and inevitable victory for Ho Chi Minh who 
would certainly not tolerate private empires of Hoa Hao or Cao 
Dai."30 

Concerning the second of the three U.S. alternatives in Vietnam, 
Collins told Washington: 

Realize abandonment of Diem would embarrass US in view 
our public support present government. However, if it proves 
necessary, believe such embarrassment would prove insignifi­
cant compared to blow to anti-Communism in Asia and 
throughout world if US-supported free Vietnam were lost to 
Communism. I believe it would be better to take slight loss of 
prestige in near future while time to attempt other solution re­
mains, rather than continue support Diem should failure 
appear relatively certain. We have not reached this point, 
though I have grave misgivings re Diem's chance of success. 

In view of Diem's possible failure, Collins recommended two op­
tions. The first would be to make Quat the Prime Minister. 
"Second alternative is to have Bao Dai return to Vietnam under 
'state of emergency' conditions, assume Presidency of Council and 
rally entire nation to unified action. What is needed here more 
than anything else is leader who can fire imagination and patriot­
ism of people and instill in them determination to fight for freedom 
of Vietnam. Bao Dai may be the last possible candidate for this 
task." 

The third U.S. alternative-withdrawal-was the "least desira­
ble," Collins said, but it might be the "only solution."" 

Two days later (December 15), Collins went even further. He 
cabled Washington that Diem's final rejection of Quat for a post in 
the government had convinced him that Diem did not have the ca-
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pacity to unify the factions in Vietnam, and that if he did not per­
form better in the immediate future it would be necessary for Bao 
Dai to return to head the government. If that was not possible, he 
advocated reevaiuation of the U.S. position, and consideration of 
withdrawaJ. Pending a final decision about Diem's performance, he 
suggested that the U.s. postpone taking responsibility for training 
on January 1, 1955. "It is possible that by a month from now some 
radicaJ improvement will have come aJong but I strongly doubt it. 
Meanwhile, I feel that we should make a sober reevaluation of the 
situation here before we commit over $300 million and our nationaJ 
prestige under current conditions."" 

Dulles used Mansfield to answer Collins and to try to persuade 
Diem to accept Quat. On December 7 and 15, top State Department 
officials met at their request with Mansfield to discuss Collins' 
analysis and recommendations. These were Mansfield's conclusions 
as reported by Assistant Secretary of State Robertaon." 

1. The prospects for helping Diem strengthen and uphold 
South Vietnam look very dim given the best of circumstances. 
Any elections in 1956 will probably favor the Communists. 

2. Nevertheless, the United States should continue to exert 
its efforts and use its resources, even if it will cost a lot, to 
hold Vietnam as long as possible. Any other course would have 
a disastrous effect on Cambodia, Laos and Southeast Asia. The 
Senator strongly opposed the idea of abandoning OUr effort in 
Vietnam. That course of action would lead to the absorption of 
Cambodia and Laos by the Communists. 

3. Therefore, he felt we should continue to do whatever was 
possible to support the government of Diem. Senator Mansfield 
sees no aJternative Prime Minister. While recognizing Diem's 
weaknesses as an administrator and manager, Senator Mans­
field feels we ought to continue to back Diem, strongly encour­
age him to make Dr. Quat Minister of Defense immediately, 
and urge Diem to delegate as much as possible of the day-to­
day operations of the government to others. Senator Mansfield 
was of the opinion that GeneraJ Collins' time limit of two to 
three weeks was playing with "politicaJ dynamite" because it 
was giving Diem such an awfully short time in which to show 
results or be replaced. 

4. With respect to Mr. Robertaon's point that the French 
would subject the Secretary to great pressure on immediately 
finding a replacement for Diem, Senator Mansfield took the 
strong position that this line of action would only compound 
the already great difficulties in Vietnam. It would add much 
confusion, take time, and probably increase the divisions 
within Vietnam beyond what they are today. Senator Mans­
field was certain the refugees and many of the Catholic bishops 
and church officials would oppose the replacement of Diem. 
The Senator felt that Diem represented what smaJl hope there 
may be in building something in Vietnam. He was against re-
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