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FOREWORD 

This volume, which is part of an overall study of the roles and 
relationships of the Executive and the Congress in the Vietnam 
war being prepared for the Committee on Foreign Relations, de­
scribes events during the 1961-64 period as the United States 
became progressively more involved in the struggle taking place in 
Vietnam. 

When President Kennedy took office in 1961, the United States 
had about 800 advisers in Vietnam, a number that had not 
changed significantly since 1955. The situation in 1961 appeared to 
be growing more serious, however, and a decision was made by the 
Kennedy administration to increase the U.S. commitment in an 
effort to prevent South Vietnam from being overrun by the Com­
munists, as well as to demonstrate to the Soviets, in particular, 
that the United States was going to stand firm throughout the 
world. Vietnam was also viewed by Kennedy and his associates as 
a test case of the ability of the United States to combat Commu­
nist-led "wars of national liberation." 

Despite some improvement in the situation in 1962 as a result of 
increased U.S. assistance and greater efforts by the South Viet­
namese, the Kennedy administration decided in 1963 that the exist­
ing Government in South Vietnam either had to be reformed or re­
placed. After several months, South Vietnamese military leaders 
launched a coup against the government of Ngo Dinh D1em, as a 
result of which Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu were assassi­
nated on November 2, 1963. 

After President Kennedy's assassination later that same month, 
President Johnson, who had opposed the break with Diem, vowed 
to continue Kennedy's policies. As Vice President, Johnson had vis­
ited South Vietnam in May of 1961 on behalf of the Kennedy ad­
ministration, and had taken a strong stand on the importance of 
defending the country. 

When Johnson took office in 1963, there were almost 18,000 U.S. 
military advisers in South Vietnam, many of whom were actively 
engaged in combat alongside the Vietnamese. 

Johnson's first action was to approve in Janaury 1964 a new, 
bhoad program of covert military action against North Vietnam by 
t e South Vietnamese with U.S. help and direction. 
~~May 1964, as the situation again appeared to be growing more 

Cri~Ical, Johnson's advisers prepared a plan for direct U.S. military 
a
19
cbon against North Vietnam, but the plan was shelved in June 
64 . 

. In August 1964, the North Vietnamese attacked a U.S. destroyer 
m the Gulf of Tonkin, and President Johnson, supported by the 
Congress, retaliated with U.S. air strikes on North Vietnam. Con-
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gres~ also passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, authorizing the 
Presi~ent to use l!.S. f?rces to defend South Vietnam against ag­
gressiOn. At the time, It was generally assumed that this resolu­
tion, like others which Congress had passed in previous years, 
would have a deterrent effect, and would not lead to or be used as 
the authority for a larger war. 

In November 1964, immediately after his election, and an attack 
by the North Vietnamese on a U.S. base which had occurred at the 
same time, President Johnson directed his advisers to draw up a 
new plan for military action against North Vietnam. In early De­
cember, he approved that plan, and ordered the beginning of its 
first phase. By the end of 1964, when this present volume of the 
study concludes, there was continuing political instability in South 
Vietnam-a condition that had persisted since the assassination of 
Diem-and the President and his advisers were considering further 
U.S. involvement. 

Thus, during 1961-64, in the name of anticommunism and con­
tainment, the United States Government-the Executive and the 
Congress-raised the U.S. ante in Vietnam. The Communists re­
sponded in kind. There was some dissent on the U.S. side on the 
part of a few individuals in both branches who warned that the 
war could not be "won," and that the United States would make a 
tragic mistake in becoming so involved that large-scale U.S. combat 
forces would eventually have to be used to defend South Vietnam. 
There was also a sharp difference of opinion within the govern­
ment between those, primarily in the State Department and the 
CIA, who argued that the war could be won only by political action 
accompanied by nonconventional counterinsurgency warfare, and 
those, primarily in the military but also in the State Department, 
who thought more direct military action was required to provide 
the necessary security for political action and for successful coun­
terinsurgency warfare. 

The material and findings 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. 

December 31, 1984. 
CHARLES H. PERCY, 

Chairman, Committee on Foreign Relations. 

PREFACE 

This is the second of a four-part study of the course of U.S. public 
policymaking during the 30 years of the Vietnam war, 1945-75. 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. It is nonpolitical and nonpartisan, as 
all products of the Congressional Research Service (CRS) are re­
quired to be. Occasional references in the text to "liberal" or "mod­
erate" or "conservative," as well as to "internationalist" or "na­
tionalist," "interventionist," or "noninterventionist," or the use of 
such adjectives as "influential" or "powerful" to denote relative 
power or influence, are intended to be guides to understanding 
rather than political labels. 

The first part of the study, which was published by the Foreign 
Relations Committee in April 1984, covered 1945-60, a period for 
which documentary material is somewhat more available than for 
the 1961-64 period covered by the present volume. There is, howev­
er, better oral history material for the latter period than for the 
former. 

For the Executive, much of the available documentary material 
for 1961-64 is in the Presidential libraries, but important depart­
mental documents are not in the White House collection, and that 
limits one's ability to provide a well-rounded treatment of the sub­
ject. Numerous key White House and departmental documents are 
still classified, thus further limiting the treatment of the subject. 
In the Kennedy Library, there are also about 50 classified tape re­
cordings of meetings on Southeast Asia, including key meetings in 
August-November 1963 prior to the assassination of Ngo Dinh 
Diem. ~ere are also reported to be White House tape recordings 
of ~eet~ and telephone conversations during the Johnson ad­
ministration, presumably including discussion of Southeast Asia, 
but the loc~tion and content of these are unknown, and the tapes 
are not avmlable. The only exception is a printed transcript or par­
tial transcript of one telephone conversation. (See page 222.) 

196
F

1
or

64
the ~ngress, documentation is also a problem during the 

- ~nod. To date, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
basel pubhsh~ through.1961 the executive session transcripts of its 

oeed committee hearmgs, and has authorized CRS to use unpub­
=~~ecutive .session transcripts for 1962-64, and to quote from 

· . ~;, authority of the committee. CRS has also had access to 
~~not .all, of the other papers of the committee for 1961-64. 
the. Ho r t~lS ~riod, i~cluding executive session transcripts, of 

=. S: . ore~ Affairs Committee, the House and Senate 
Approrvl~ . mmittees, and other relevant committees, espe-

. , . . pnabons, are not presently open, however. 
tV Ill 
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In describing historical events, there is also the common problem 
of giving greater attention to the views of those persons or groups 
who were the most prolific producers of documentary material, and 
less attention to the views of those who frequently communicated 
their position orally and privately in unrecorded conversations. 

In an effort to fill in some of the resulting gaps, CRS has con­
ducted a number of oral history interviews in preparation for this 
study as well as using selected oral histories from the Presidential 
libraries. In addition, the draft of each part is being submitted to 
selected individuals who are in a position to advise on the validity 
and accuracy of the study. For the present volume, the following 
distinguished former officials and staff of the Executive and Con­
gress served (without remuneration of any kind) as reviewers: from 
the Executive-William P. Bundy, who served in the CIA in the 
1950s, and was then Assistant Secretary of Defense for Internation­
al Security Affairs and Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian 
and Pacific Affairs in the Johnson administration, after which he 
served for 12 years as editor of Foreign Affairs; Gen. Andrew J. 
Goodpaster, (U.S. Army, Ret.), who was on the Eisenhower White 
House staff, and served in many posts, including that of NATO Su­
preme Commander, and is now president of the Institute for De­
fense Analyses; U. Alexis Johnson, a career Foreign Service officer 
who served in many positions in which he dealt with Southeast 
Asia, including Under Secretary of State, Deputy Ambassador to 
Vietnam, and Ambassador to Thailand; W. W. Rostow (for the 1961 
period), a former professor at Cambridge and Oxford universities 
and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and now a profes­
sor at the University of Texas, who was a Deputy Special Assistant 
for National Security Affairs to President Kennedy, and counselor 
and Chairman of the Policy Planning Council in the Department of 
State, and then Special Assistant for National Security Affairs to 
President Johnson; and William H. Sullivan, former U.S. Ambassa­
dor to Laos and Iran, and now president of the American Assembly 
at Columbia University, who actively participated in Vietnam pol­
icymaking during his many years in the Foreign Service, including 
serving as Chairman of the Vietnam Coordinating Committee; from 
Congress-Mr. Boyd Crawford, staff administrator of the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee during the entire 30 years of U.S. in­
volvement in Vietnam (1945-75), Dr. Francis 0. Wilcox, chief of 
staff of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee between the late 
1940s and the mid-1950s, then Assistant Secretary of State, and 
now Vice Chairman of the Atlantic Council and Dr. Carl Marcy, 
who served in the State Department during the 1940s, after which 
he became a member of the staff of the Foreign Relations Commit­
tee and succeeded Wilcox as chief of staff. CRS and the author are 
grateful to those reviewers. William P. Bundy deserves particular 
thanks for his unstinting assistance and expert advice. The author 
also thanks his friend Dr. Robert Klaus, director of the Illinois Hu­
manities Council, for his helpful review. 

We are also very grateful to Senator Charles Percy, chairman of 
the Foreign Relations Committee, 1980-84, for his support of this 
project, and to Scott Cohen, staff director, and Jerry Ehrenfreund, 
editor. 

IX 

In the Congressional Research Service, the author again thanks 
Oirectoi" Gilbert Gude, as we~l as James Robinson, Coordinato.r .of 
Review, Susan Finse?, Coordmator of Managem~nt and Admtm~­
tration Edgar Glick m the external research section, as well as Mt­
chael R. Pearse and .Frank D. P?sey in the admi.n~s~rative secti?n. 
In the Foreign Affairs and Natwnal Defense DivisiOn, the Chief, 
Dr. Stanley Heginbotham, and Section Head Robert Goldich, pro­
vided outstanding support. Also helpful were the staff of the For­
eign Affairs Division library, and Warren Lenhart, head of the 
Central Research Unit. At Qeorge Mason University, where the author is a visiting pro-
fessor the Chair of the Public Affairs Department, Dr. Harold F. 
Gortn'er, was especially helpful. Also helpful were Mary Blackwell, 
Director of Office Support Services, Byron Peters of the Academic 
Computing Services, and Richard O'Keeffe, Reference Librarian. 

Once again the exceptional dedication and hard work of Anne 
Bonanno, the author's assistant and a member of the staff of Office 
Support Services, deserve special praise. For this part of the study, 
as well as for part I, she has been responsible for transcribing the 
interviews, and for typing, proofing and coding the text, as well as 
for all the other tasks involved in preparing the manuscript for 
publication. 

There was also excellent cooperation on the part of the staffs of 
the John F. Kennedy Library and the Lyndon B. Johnson Library, 
especially Martin F. McGann, Archivist, Barbara L. Anderson, Ar­
chivist, Suzanne K. Forbes, Classification Review Archivist, and 
Ronald Whealan, Librarian, at the Kennedy Library, and Dr. 
David Humphrey, Senior Archivist, Tina Lawson, Supervisory Ar­
chivist, Linda Hansen, Archivist, and Nancy Smith, Archivist, at 
the Johnson Library. Ted Gittinger, a historian in charge of oral 
history interviews for Vietnam for the Johnson Library, was also 
helpful, 8.!3 we~e Betty Austin, Special Collections, University of Ar­
kansas L1branes, and Sheryl B. Vogt, Head of the Russell Library, 
University of Georgia. 
~one of t~ose cited above, nor anyone else connected with the 

p~OJect outside of CRS, bears any responsibility for the facts and 
VIews presented herein, which are the final responsibility of the 
author and CRS. 
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CllAPrER 1 

THE 1961 DECISION TO STAND FIRM IN VIETNAM 

By 1961, after years of U.S. support for existing governments in 
Vietnam and Laos, the Communists appeared to be making greater 
inroads in those countries, and it seemed clear to U.S. policymak­
ers that further action needed to be taken to protect American in­
terests in Southeast Asia. 1 In Vietnam, the government of Ngo 
Dinh Diem was becoming increasingly unpopular, while being 
faced with more intense military and political pressures from the 
Communists. In November 1960, the Communists, together with 
some of the non-Communists who opposed the Diem government, 
organized a new political action group, the National Liberation 
Front, as a part of the growing movement to bring about changes 
in the government. In November 1960, there was also an abortive 
military coup against Diem as dissatisfaction spread. In late 1960, 
U.S. officials proposed a new counterinsurgency plan for South 
Vietnam which called for more U.S. aid, as well as more Vietnam­
ese self-help. 

In Laos, the rightist government supported by the U.S. faced a 
serious threat from the Communists by the end of 1960, and ap­
peared to be failing rapidly. 

Events in other parts of the world also affected U.S. attitudes 
toward the situation in Southeast Asia, and had a direct bearing on 
America's involvement in Vietnam. 

The relationship of the United States and the People's Republic 
of China continued to be hostile. In 1954-55, the Chinese had at­
tacked the Pescadores islands off the China coast which were occu­
pied, as was the island of Formosa, by National Chinese forces who 
had fled the mainland when it was overrun by the Communists in 
1949. The United States responded by increasing its military aid to 
the Nationalists and by threatening to intervene directly in the 
conflict. In 1955, Congress passed the Fomosa Resolution, the first 
of five such resolutions between 1955 and 1965, giving the Presi­
dent advance approval for the use of the armed forces in the area 
"as he deems necessary." (The other resolutions were the Middle 
East Resolution in 1957, the Cuba Resolution in 1962, the Berlin 
Resolution in 1962, and the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in 1964.) 
Faced with the threat of U.S. action, especially the possibility of air 
attacks which might have involved atomic bombs, the Chinese 
pulled back and the situation became less critical. A similar series 
of events occurred in 1958, and once again the threat of direct U.S. 

'lor background information on years prior to 1961, see The U.S. Government and the Viet­
- War. Eucutive and Legi8lative Roles and Relationshipf(; Part I, 1945-1961, prepared for the 
~on Foreign ~lations, U.S. Senate, by_ the Congressional Research Service, Senate 
Print 98-185 PL 1 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1984). 

(1) 
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military action appeared to have successfully deterred the Chinese. 
Although there was no further repetition of these attacks, the rela­
tionship between the U.S. and the People's Republic of China did 
no~ improve noticeably after the 1958 incidents, and by 1961, 
Chma, together with the Soviet Union, the "Sino-Soviet Bloc" as it 
was called, was still viewed as the major threat to the security of 
Southeast Asia. 

Competition and conflict between the U.S. and Russia, which had 
eased somewhat during the middle 1950s, increased in the late 
1950s. In 1958-1959, after nine years of relative quiet, the Russians 
resumed their pressure on the U.S. in Berlin. Tension eased again 
later in 1959 after President Dwight D. Eisenhower sought to 
revive the spirit of detente which had existed earlier. He invited 
Russian Premier Nikita Khrushchev to come to the United States 
a~~ this, together with a meeting of the two leaders during that 
VISit, led to renewed hope for greater cooperation. In the spring of 
1960, they met again in Paris for a "summit conference" to discuss 
outsts;ndin~ iss~es, but ~ the meeting was about to begin, an 
American mtelhgence aircraft was brought down in the Soviet 
Union, B;nd Khrushche~ ~enou_nced the U.S. and left the meeting. 

The Eisenhower admimstratlon also suffered a setback in its ef­
f?rts t? prevent the Communists from gaining power in countries 
l~ke VIet!lam and Laos which wer~ faced with political insurgen­
Cies. Havmg successfully used American power to prevent this from 
happening in those two countries, as well as in Iran and Guatema­
la, the administration was confronted with a new threat to Ameri­
can security when Fidel Castro came to power in Cuba in 1959 and 
the new government soon established close ties with the Soviet 
Union and other Communist countries. This resulted in the deci­
sior_t ~y Eisenhower in March of 1960 to approve a CIA plan for 
trammg Cuban refugees for a possible anti-Communist insurgency 
operation in Cuba. 

Meanwhile, developments in the Russian missile program were 
posing what many American leaders regarded as a basic challenge 
to U.S. security. In August 1957, the Russians had successfully 
fired an intercontinental ballistic missile, and in October and No­
vember they launched the world's first earth satellites. The Eisen­
hower administration reacted by accelerating the U.S. missile and 
space programs, but there was widespread concern that the U.S. 
was falling behind technologically, and that the Russians were in a 
position to gain strategic military superiority over the United 
States by the early 1960s. Despite the successful launching of a 
U.S. space satellite in January 1958, and rapid development of the 
U.S. missile program during 1958, there was increased criticism of 
alleged weaknesses in the U.S. defense posture. 

In November 1957, after the announcement of the first Russian 
sa~llite, a committee which had been appointed to advise the 
White House on defense needs, the Gaither committee whose 
chairman was H. Rowan Gaither, chairman of the board of the 
~ord Foundation, recommended a large increase in defense spend­
mg to prevent the Russians from becoming strategically superior. 
One of its r~c?mmendatio~s .was that the U.S. should develop 
greater capab1hty to fight hm1ted wars, the logic being that such 

3 

liinited conflicts were more apt to occur because of the destructive­
ness of a general nuclear war. 

The major recommendations of the Gaither committee were re-
·ected by President Eisenhower for what, in retrospect, would seem 
{o have been substantially 'Yalid r~asons~ but they were suppo~ 
by many prominent Amencans, mcludmg a number of leadmg 
Democrats and the "missile gap" became one of the principal 
themes in 'the 1960 Presidential campaign of Senator John F. Ken-
nedy (D/Mass.). 2 

• • • • • · 
The need for improvmg hmited warfare capab1hty also became a 

msjor theme in the late 1950s among some military leaders, aca­
demic theorists and politicians, including Senator Kennedy. Army 
Generals Maxwell D. Taylor, Matthew B. Ridgway, and James M. 
Gavin argued that rather than relying on strategic airpower and 
the ultimate use of atomic bombs, the U.S. needed a "flexible re­
sponse," in Taylor's words, to situations involving the possible use 
of force, especially in a non-nuclear limited war. 3 

The Kennedy Administration and the Defense of Southeast Asia 
In November 1960, John F. Kennedy defeated Vice President 

Richard M. Nixon for the Presidency, thus ending eight years of 
Republican control of the White House and setting the stage for 
changes in response to these trends in the world situation and in 
U.S. foreign and defense policy. 

In his inaugural address on January 20, 1961, Kennedy set an ex­
pansive, militant tone for his administration: 4 

Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that 
we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, 
support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and 
the success of liberty. 

"In the long history of the world," Kennedy added, "only a few 
generations have been granted the role of defending freedom in its 
hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibility; 
I welcome it." 

He also promised to continue assisting countries in the third 
world, especially those, like Vietnam, threatened by the Commu­
nists: "To those new states whom we welcome to the ranks of the 
free, we pledge our word that one form of colonial control shall not 

•~or an e.xcellent analysis of the arguments involved, and of Eisenhower's position, see John 
~ GaddiS, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National Se· 
~~':!.'!. Pblicy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), ch. 6. For an analysis by a prestigious 
""":""feller Foundation study group, headed by Henry A. Kissinger, which supported the 
~the~ committee's findings, see the report "International Security: The Military Aspect," pub-

Do 
edbl m 1958 and reprinted in Prospect for America: The Rockefeller Pbnel Reports (New York: 

u eday, 1961). 
As historian Anna Nelson has explained, the Eisenhower administration was not oblivious to 

the P.roblem of f~ghting limited wars while relying on a strategic nuclear deterrent. At an NSC 
~ on May 1, 1958, she reports, there was a candid discussion of the problem, and the 
theu~~ to develop a supplementary strategy for "defensive wars which do not involve 
bower de hat of ~he enemy." Anna Kasten Nelson, "The 'Top of Policy Hill': President Eisen-
~~ e Nat1onal Security Council," Diplomatic History, 7 (Fall1983), p. 311. 

I ltudielin ~aylor, The Uncertain Trumpet (New York: Harper and Bros., 1960). Major academ­
e c uded Henry A. Kissinger Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Pblicy (New York: Harper 
~Br;-96.,1)19Ro57)be; Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Misaile Age (Princeton: Princeton Universitr 
• ';;t" ofclrl rt E. Osilood, Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy (Chicago: Um­
ve.Uty ..___,cago Press, i957). 

.S., r.--.dent, Public PaperB of the Presidents of the United State. (Washington, D.C.: Office 
of the Federal Register, National Archives and Recorda Service), John F. Kennedy, 1961, pp. 1-3. 
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have passed away merely to be replaced by a far more iron tyran­
ny." U.S. assistance to those trying to "help themselves," he said, 
would continue "for whatever period is required, not because the 
Communists may be doing it, not because we seek their votes, but 
because it is right." 

This statement of intent, together with Kennedy's own beliefs, 
and those of his top associates, about the importance of defending 
Southeast Asia, and of making American power credible through­
out the world, had a direct and, as it turned out, critical bearing on 
the Kennedy administration's decision to reaffirm and to expand 
the U.S. commitment. (When Kennedy became President there 
were approximately 750 U.S. military advisers in Vietnam. At the 
time of his assassination in late 1963 there were almost 20,000, 
many of whom were actively engaged in combat despite their 
formal, legally-prescribed noncombatant status.) He believed, as 
had Dwight D. Eisenhower and Harry S Truman before him, in 
containment, and in the policy of providing assistance to countries 
threatened by the Communists. 5 He also believed in the efficacy of 
American action, and his activist political style, among other 
things, caused him to engage in an activist foreign policy involving 
increased intervention in situations in which the use of American 
power was considered desirable. Thus, as one historian aptly says, 
"Kennedy did not represent a sharp break with the past or a 
uniqueness in the fundamental tenets of American foreign policy. 
Yet the different methods he chose to use, the personal elements 
he applied to diplomacy, did matter in heating up the Cold War, 
threatening nuclear war, and implanting the United States in the 
Third World as never before." 6 

With respect to Southeast Asia, and Vietnam in particular, 
President Kennedy had long taken the position that the U.S. 
should help to defend that area against the Communists, both for 
the sake of the countries themselves, and in order to protect vital 
U.S. interests in the region. 7 As a Member of the U.S. House of 
Representatives, he visited Vietnam in 1951, denounced French co­
lonialism, and declared, "There is no broad, general support of the 
native Vietnam 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 them as a spearhead of defense. . . . To do this apart from 
and in defiance of innately nationalistic aims spells foredoomed 
failure." 

In 1954-55, Kennedy strongly supported the U.S. choice of Ngo 
Dinh Diem for premier of South Vietnam after the country was di­
vided at the Geneva Conference of 1954, and opposed the plan for 

•See Gaddis, Strof$gies of Containment, ch. 7. In the words of James A. Nathan and James K. 
Oliver, United Sta($8 Foreign Policy and World Order, 3d ed. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1985), p. 
237, Kennedy's inaugural message "was an eloquent reaffirmation of the Truman Doctrine. It 
was containment with ~or." 

"Thomas G. Paterson, 'Bearing the Burden: A Critical Look at JFK'a Foreign Policy," Vit;!fin· 
ia Quarf$rly Review, 54 (Spring 1978), p. 195. 

7The following is taken from pt. I of the present study, cited above, which contains source 
notes and further discuaeion. 
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'd lections in Vietnam in 1956 as stipulated by the 
tion·Wl e e 

na Declaration. . · F · d Geneva 5 Kennedy joined the newly-organiZed Amer~can r1e~ s 
In .195 • and was its keynote speaker at a symposiUm on VIet­

of Vl~tnF' 1956 His statement on that occasion was the most de­
~. m · uni ati~n given during his service in the Senate, as well 
finitiv~ exphf: Presidency, of his position on ·:Ame~ca's _Stake in 
as. dunn~, the title of the speech. These were hlB m8Jor pomts: 
Vle~wr· First, Vietnam represents the cornerstone of the Free 

w~~ld in Southeast Asia, the keystone to the arch, t~e. fi~ger 
· the dike. Burma, Thailand, India, Japan, the Phihppmes 
m d obviously Laos and Cambodia are !iffiOng those w~ose secu­
~ would be threatened if the red tide of CommuniSm over-
ny v· t flowed into Ie nam. · · · . 

(2) Secondly, Vietnam represents a pro~mg gr<?und of democ-
racy in Asia. However we may choose to Ignore It !Jr dep!eca~ 
it, the rising prestige and influe~ce of CommuniSt Chma m 
Asia are unchallen~eabl_e facts. yietnam. represents ~he alte~­
native to CommuniSt dictatorship. If thiS democratic e~pe~­
ment fails, if some one million refugees have fled the totahta_n­
anism of the North only to find neither freedo.m nor secu~ty 
in the South then weakness, not strength, wlll characteriZe 
the meaning 'of democracy in the m~nds of sti~l more . Asians. 
The United States is directly responsible for this expenme~t-:- . 
it is playing an important role in the labo!atory wher~ It lB 
being conducted. We cannot afford to permit that expenment 
to fail. . v· t 

(3) Third and in somewhat similar fashion, Ie n!=lffi !epr.e-
sents a test of American responsibility and determmation m 
Asia. If we are not the parents of littl.e Vi.etnam, then su~ly 
we are the godparents. We presided at Its .b1rth, we gave assiSt­
ance to its life we have helped to shape Its future. As French 
influence in the political, economic and military s~heres has 
declined in Vietnam, American influence .has steadlly ~own. 
This is our offspring-we cannot abandon It, we cannot Ignore 
its needs. And if it falls victim to any of the perils that threat­
en its existence-Communism, political anar~hy,, pov~rty ~d 
the rest-then the United States, with some JUstification, Will 
be held responsible; and our prestige in Asia will sink to a new 
low. · h 

(4) Fourth, and finally, America's stake in Vietna~, m er 
strength and in her security, is a very selfiSh one:-for ~t can be 
measured, in the last analysis, in terms of Amencan hves and 
American dollars. It is now well known that we we~e at one 
time on the brink of war in Indo-China-a war which could 
well have been more costly, more exhausting and less conclu­
sive than any war we have ever known. The threat of such war 
is not now altogether removed from the horizon. Military 
weakness political instability or economic failure in the new 
state of Vietnam could change almost overnight the apparent 
security which has increasingly characterized tha~ !irea un~er 
the leadership of President Diem. An~ the key pos1t1o!l of_Yiet­
nam in Southeast Asia, as already discussed, makes meVItable 
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the involvement of this nation's security in any new outbreak 
oftrouble .... 
... We should not attempt to buy the friendship of the Vi­

etnamese. Nor can we win their hearts by making them de­
pendent upon our handouts. What we must offer them is a rev­
olution-a political, economic and social revolution far superi­
or to anything the Communists can offer-far more peaceful 
far more democratic and far more locally controlled. Such ~ 
revolution will require much from the United States and much 
from Vietnam. We must supply capital to replace that drained 
by the centuries of colonial exploitation; technicians to train 
those handicapped by deliberate policies of illiteracy· guidance 
to assist a nation taking those first feeble steps u;ward the 
complexities of a republican form of government. We must 
assist the inspiring growth of Vietnamese democracy and econ­
omy, including the complete integration of those refugees who 
gave up their homes and their belongings to seek freedom. We 
must provide military assistance to rebuild the new Vietnam­
ese Army, which every day faces the growing peril of Vietminh 
armies across the border. 

The position stated in Kennedy's inaugural address was uniquely 
applicable to Vietnam, which, at the time, was probably the fore­
most representative of a "new state" freed from colonialism and 
threatened by commu!lism. Thus, when he took office, Kennedy, 
whose personal commitment to Diem and to the defense of Viet­
nam was consonant with the commitment to Vietnam made by pre­
vious Presidents, did not seriously question or feel the need to reex­
amine _u.S. policy toward ~ietnam. He readily approved a major 
expansion of the U.S. commitment only a few days after becoming 
~resident, possibly dou~ting whether the proposal he was approv­
mg w~ the most effective way to accomplish the desired objective, 
but Without having any apparent misgivings or uncertainty as to 
the validity of the objective itself. 

Kennedy's views of the responsibility of the U.S. toward Vietnam 
were shared by all but two of his new policymaking team. (One was 
Chester Bowles, Under Secretary of State until November 1961 
when he became Ambassador at Large and later Ambassador t~ 
India. The other was George W. Ball, who replaced Bowles.) So, too, 
were the .general lines of U.S. foreign and military policy which 
characterized at least the first few weeks of the new administra­
ti?n, ~ntil ~he t_rauma .Produced by the failure of the Cuban (Bay of 
Pigs) mvasmn m April 1961 resulted in a hardening of attitudes 
and a reassessme~t of existing patterns of policymaking, and, to 
some extent, of pohcy and operations. 

Kennedy's choice as Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, who had 
bee~ a key member of the State Department's Far East team 
duri!lg the Truman admi.nistration, fully shared Kennedy's view of 
the Importance of defendmg Southeast Asia. As he stated later:s 

. . . collective security was the key to the prevention of 
World War III. My generation of students had been led down 
the path to the catastrophe of World War II which could have 

"Letters to CRS from Dean Rusk, Apr. 1, 1983 and Oct. 22, 1984. 
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been prevented. We came out of the war deeply attached to the 
idea of collective security; it was written very clearly and 
strongly into Article 1 of the United Nations Charter and was 
reinforced by certain security treaties in this hemisphere, 
across the Atlantic and across the Pacific. When the Kennedy 
administration took office, the SEA TO Treaty was a part of the 
law of the land. How we responded under the SEA TO Treaty 
was strongly linked in our minds with the judgments that 
would be made in other capitols as to how and whether we 
would react under other security treaties such as the Rio Pact 
and NATO. 

"Indeed.'' Rusk added, "NATO had been severely tested in the 
Berlin crisis of 1961-62 and the Rio Pact had been severely tested 
in the Cuban missile crisis. President Kennedy was very much 
aware of the question as to what might have happened had Chair­
man Khrushchev not believed him during that Berlin crisis and 
the Cuban missile crisis. The reputation of the United States for 
fidelity to its security treaties was not an empty question of face or 
prestige but had a critical bearing upon the prospect for maintain­
ing peace." 

Kennedy's views toward containment and toward Vietnam were 
also highly compatible with those of most Members of Congress. Al­
though some cracks had begun to appear in the consensus estab­
lished at the end of World War II and during the beginning of the 
cold war, in 1961 there was still strong support in Congress for con­
tainment and for U.S. assistance to countries threatened by Com­
munist expansion or subversion. Defense of Vietnam and of South­
east i\sia as a whole was still a specific article of congressional 
faith, despite the growing doubts of some Members about Diem 
himself.9 

What distinguished the Kennedy administration was not its 
policy assumptions or its worldview, but its approach to problem 
solving. It is here that a key can be found to understanding the ad­
ministration's handling of Vietnam, as well as many of the other 
foreign policy problems of the time. "The style, personality, and 
mood of the Kennedy team,'' as Thomas G. Paterson has written, 
"joined the historical imperatives to compel a vigorous, even bellig­
erent foreign policy .... Bustle, zeal, energy, and optimism 
became the bywords. 

"The Kennedy people considered themselves 'can-do' types, who 
with rationality and careful calculation could revive an ailing 
nation and world. Theodore H. White has tagged them 'the Action 
Intellectuals.' They believed that they could manage affairs. . . . 

"With adequate data, and they had an inordinate faith in data, 
they were certain they could succeed. It seemed everything could 
be quantified. When a White House assistant attempted to per­
suade Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara, the 'whiz kid' 
f~om Ford Motors, that the Vietnam venture was doomed, the effi­
Cient-minded McNamara shot back: 'Where is your data? Give me 

'For more information on cong..-ionalaupport for U.S. policy toward Indochina in the 19508, 
aee pt. I of this study, cited above. 
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something I can put in the computer. Don't <rive me your poetry."'10 e• 

At anoth~r point, Frederick E. ("Fritz") Nolting, Jr., who re­
placed ~lbndge Durbrow as U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam in March 
196.1, obJected to some o_f th.e pro~ reforms which Washington 
polio/Make:r:s wer~ cons1~ermg for VIetnam, saying that it would 
be difficult if not 1mpos~uble to put a Ford engine into a Vietnam­
~ ox-cart: McNamara 18 reported to have replied that although it 
might be difficult, "We can do it."ll 
Beginnings 

P~or to taking office, Kennedy had met twice with Eisenhower 
to.d~uss pro~lems facing the U.S., as well as other questions per­
taimng to foreign and .domestic po_licy and the operation of the gov­
ernment. In preparation for their first meeting on December 6 
1960, ~ennedy, who had already been briefed a number of times by 
CIA ~rector .Allen Dulles, suggested an agenda on which the first 
thr~ Items (m o_rder) were Berlin, the Far East, and Cuba. The 
White House n~tifi~ Ken~edy that the President intended to dis­
cuss ~ven subJ~ts, mcludmg Laos. Vietnam was not specifically 
~entio~ed on ~1ther list. 12 In preparing Kennedy for the meeting 
h1s foreign pohcy team, headed by John H. Sharon and George w' 
Ball, drafted memoranda on each subject. In their memorandum 0~ 
Laos th.ey ~oncluded by suggesting, in the form of questions, that 
neutraliZation of Laos might be the most desirable course to 
pu:r:sue •. provided t~e Communists could be excluded from partici­
patmg m a neutraliSt ~overn~ent. They asked, "If a neutralist gov­
ernme!lt can be establiShed Without Communist particioation, ma 
not thiS now be the best. the West can hope for?" and, '/Taking in~ 
account . the stro~g eVIdence of neutralist sentiment, and the 
danger mhe.ren~ m ~ttempting to get Laos to take sides in an 
future conflict mvolVIng the Communist states and SEA TO m Y 
not Laos m~e its best co~tribution to the peace of Southeast' Asf:. 
:'a~?·~l13to Its own secunty, by carrying on as a neutral buffer 

The, only ava~lable account of the December 6 meeting is Eisen­
hower s no~s, m '!hich h~ states that he and Kennedy discussed 
several fore1~ J?Ohcy subJects, but that most of the meeting con­
~e~ed organiZation and staffing in the area of national security af-
1a1rs.14 

The second Kennedy-Eisenhower meeting was held on January 
~9,La1961, the day before ~he inauguration. Meanwhile, the situation 
~~ os had take~ .a dec.Ided turn for the worse in the eyes of the 
Eisenhower adminiStration. The Prime Minister of Laos, Prince 

:~P~ttei'I!On, "Bearing the Burden: A Critical Look at JFK's Foreign Poli "p 201 203 
1976~~~~1 Charlton and Anthony Moncrieff, Many Reasons Why (New 'Vo'rk: 'km ~d Wang, 

sU:~V~ftt'h~F~:eJ;os~l~t~~:C&::!ta~U~ ne! e1vMen on a lis~Sseven topics which t!te chief of 
m t · rtant ~ · . • r arcr. pro.,._... to Chairman Fulb!'llfht as the 
A;'ka~= Fulb .0h~~ pohcy_problems for t~e committee to consider during 1961. Umversity of 

•• • ~ apers, Marcy to Fulbright Memorandum Dec 27 1960 series 48 box 1 
JohnKHennSedh y LibradryGeo, POF Spec. Corres. File, Memorandum to' Sen~tor 'John 'F Kennedy fro~ 

. aron an rge W. Ball Dec 5 1960 · 
da~:~~6Jt~~'7\2.~~6~nhower's noies ~'wag;~ Peace, 1956-1961 (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
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Souvanna Phouma, who was considered by the administration to be 
too closely associated with the Laotian Communists (the Pathet 
Lao) had been toppled on December 8 by a rightist coup led by 
Gen: Phoumi Nosavan and supported by the U.S. In turn, the Rus­
sianS and the North Vietnamese increased their assistance to the 
Pathet Lao. By the end of December 1960, as Pathet Lao forces ad­
vanced, U.S. policymakers in Southeast Asia and in Washington 
becaffie very concerned about the possibility that the Communists 
would gain control of Laos. Eisenhower viewed this with alarm, 
and began to consider military action. As he said in his memoirs: 16 

This was disturbing news. Possibly we had another Lebanon 
on our hands. While we needed more information-such as in­
disputable proof of North Vietnamese or Red Chinese interven­
tion-before taking overt action, [he had already approved 
covert action], 18 I was resolved that we could not simply stand 
by. I thought we might be approaching the time when we 
should make active use of the Seventh Fleet, including landing 
parties. 

In an NSC meeting on December 31, 1960, Eisenhower declared, 
"We cannot let Laos fall to the Communists, even if we have to 
fight, with our allies or without them." 17 

By the time Eisenhower and Kennedy met on January 19, the 
situation had eased only slightly, and Kennedy himself put Laos at 
the top of the agenda for that meeting. Vietnam was not includ­
ed.18 At this second meeting, Eisenhower reportedly said to Kenne­
dy, "with considerable emotion," that the U.S. could not afford to 
let the Communists take Laos. If Laos, the "key to the whole area," 
were to fall, "it would be just a matter of time until South Viet­
nam, Cambodia, Thailand and Burma would collapse." The U.S. 
had a responsibility under the SEA TO Treaty to defend Laos, Ei­
senhower added, but Britain and France were opposed to SEA TO 
intervention. If efforts to achieve a political settlement failed, the 
U.S. "must intervene in concert with our allies. If we were unable 
to persuade our allies, then we must go it alone." 19 

Thus, Kennedy, who earlier had told one of his assistants that he 
hoped "whatever's going to happen in Laos, an American invasion, 
a Communist victory or whatever," would happen "before we take 
over and get blamed for it,"20 was faced upon taking office with his 

11/bid., p. 610. 
'"See ibid., p. 609. 
"Ibid. 

, "Kennedy Library, POF Spec. Corres. File, Memorandum of Subjects for Discussion at Meet­
~ of. President Eisenhower and Senator Kennedy on Thursday, January 19, 1961, n.d. (The 
earlr Items on the list under "State" were, in order after Laos, "Cuba, Dominican Republic and 
n; __ ~bean area; The Congo, and the Mrican situation generally; Berlin; Nuclear Test Talks and 
Ue-=ament; Algeria, and other current problems with France." The Jist also included one f: for Defense and one item for Treasury.) 

These excerpts are from a memorandum on the meeting prepared in 1969 for President 
~~~· Johnson by Clark Clifford, who, along with the newly appointed top Cabinet officials, 
;;o-"'Wll'Y of State Dean Rusk, Secretary of Defense RobertS. McNamara, and Secretary of the 
~ury Dollg'las Dillon, accomii8Jlled kennedy to the meeting. The memorandum is reprinted 
In ..-.,nta,lll>n Pope,.., Gravel ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), vol. n, pp. 635-637 (hereafter cited 
(;J. PPJ. There is an earlier, shorter but similar memorandum on the meeting to Kennedy from 

th
ifford, Kennedy Library, POF Spec. Corres. File, Jan. 24, 1961. Eisenhower does not discus. 
e details of tha meeting in his memoirs. 
1"1'heodore C. Sorensen, Kennedy (New York: Bantam Books ed., 1966), p. 722. 
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first potential "crisis," and with applying the principles of his inau-
gural speech to a very knotty pr_oblem. ~ 1 

• " • • , 

Because of the seriousness with which the Laotian CriSIS was 
perceived at the time, there was concern in Congress, and key 
Members were being kept abreast of the situation. Some Senate 
Democrats close to Kennedy and interested in the Far East, par­
ticularly Mike Mansfield (D/Mont.), were also communicating with 
him privately. 

On January 21 and 23, 1961, Mansfield, who had just b~n elect­
ed Senate majority leader, sent memos to Kennedy urging that 
Laos be neutralized-an idea that the State Department was al­
ready considering, and that had been recommended by Winthrop 
G. Brown, U.S. Ambassador to Laos, in a cable to Washington on 
January 18, 1961. Mansfield said he had received a personal com­
munication, via the State Department, from Souvanna Phouma, 
then in Cambodia, in which Souvanna criticized the U.S. for ex~­
gerating the Communist threat in Laos-there were "at the most, ' 
he said, 100 Laotian Communists-and for blocking Laotian neu­
trality, which he told Mansfield was the only practicable course for 
Laos because of its cultural characteristics and geographical loca­
tion. In his memo, Mansfield added that, from his standpoint, an­
other major shortcoming of U.S. policy was "The corrupting and 
disrupting effect of our high level of aid on an unsophisticated 
nation such as Laos." 

In discussing the need for Laotian neutrality, Mansfield said, 
among other things, "It is difficult to see how the U.S. commitment 
can be limited or a SEATO military involvement avoided except by 
an active attempt by this country to neutralize Laos in the pattern 
of Burma or Cambodia." "There are risks in such a policy," he 
added, "but the risks in our present policies seem even greater for 
they create the illusion of an indigenous Laotian barrier to a com­
munist advance when, in fact, there is none." · 

In order to achieve a neutral Laos, Mansfield said, the U.S. 
should seek to establish a commission for Laos similar to the Inter­
national Control Commission (ICC) established for Indochina under 
the 1964 Geneva Accords, but it should consist entirely of Asians 
(the ICC was composed of India, Canada and Poland). He recom­
mended India, Pakistan and Afghanistan as members. Second, U.S. 
involvement should be reduced, "primarily by cutting down our 
military aid commitments while working for the restoration of the 
French military training mission to replace our own." 

The significance of the plan proposed in these two memos, Mans­
field said, "is that it may permit us to extricate ourselves from an 
untenable over-commitment in a fashion which at least holds some 
promise of preserving an independent Laos without war."22 

On January 6 and February 2, 1961, the Foreign Relations Com­
mittee met in executive session for hearings, the first on the world 

II For details of this and other aspects of the Laotian aspect of the Indochina War see the 
standard works, Arthur L. Dommen, Conflict in Laoa: The Politics of Neutrolization, rev. ed. 
(New York· Praeger, 1971), and Charles A. Steve11110n, The End of ~owhere: American Policy 
Toward ~ Siru:e 1154 (Bo.ton: Beacon Pre., 1972). For 1960-1961 specifically see Bernard B. 
Fall, A~~alolny of a CrUu: The Laotitut Cris_u of 1980-61 (New Yor~: Doubleday, 1969). . 

•"The two- ue in the Kennedy Library, POF Country File, Laoe, where there 18 alao a 
tranalation of Souvanna Pbouma's letter of Jan. 7, 1961, to Manafteld. 
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. tion with Secretary of State Christian A. Herter (John Foster 
D~~ies h~d died in 1959) and Assistant Secretary of ~tate for Far 
Eastern Affairs, J. Graham Parsons, a~d the second w_Ith ~mth_rop 
B wn U.S. Ambassador to Laos, to discuss the Laotian situatiOn. 
.{~ere' was another executive session hearing on January 11, 1961, 

( "th CIA Director Dulles, but only eight pages were transcribed: It 
WI pears to have dealt primarily with Cuba.) In the first hearmg 
:~ere were questions on Laos. (none on VietnaT),. b_u~, fewer than on 
the Congo, which was considered an?ther cn~Is area. ~n the 

cond hearing, members of the commtttee were mterested m why 
~~e U.S., unlike the British and the French, had not supported S<?u­
anna Phouma There were also questions about U.S. covert m­
~olvement in ~os. 23 ~he commit~e. did ~ot,, howe':er, ~nd~cate any 
strong disagreement with the admm1stratio~ s Laotian :pohcy. . 

On February 28, 1961, the Foreign Relations Co~m1t~e met m 
executive session for a general review of the world sttuation by Sec­
retary of State Rusk. There was no discussion of Vietnam,_ but Laos 
was discussed to_ some ex~nt. Rusk !"eporte_d to the C~!fimittee that 
the administration was mterested m gettmg Laos mt~ a stable 
and independent positi~n" and re~oving i~ as a :'maJor battle 
ground in the cold war. Laos, he srud, was somethmg of a quag-

. " mire. 
Rusk said that the U.S. did not want Laos to be set up as a 

"strongly pro-western ally." The United States was not !ookmg for 
an ally he said but wanted to prevent Laos from becommg an. ally 
of the Communists, a Communist "p~ppet." ~e told the commtttee 
that the Russians had proposed an mternational conference, but, 
"We feel that an international conference for the purpose of set­
tling Laos would not be partic';llarly product~ve a~ this time and 
could, indeed, simply further mflame the s1tuatu~n . . . at the 
present time we do not see how a conference can brmg about a so­
lution which we would find tolerable." 24 

The urgency of the Laotian situa~ion was so coil!-pelling that 
Kennedy is said to have spent more time on Laos durmg February 
and March 1961 than on anything else. 211 Vietnam, however, was 
also of great concern to the President, partly as a result of a report 
on the subject from Gen. Edward G. Lansdale (~he f~med CIA agent 
who had played a central part in the U.S. role m VIetnam 1954-5~). 
On January 27, in preparation for a meeting on Jal}uary 281<? dis­
cuss Cuba and Vietnam, McGeorge Bundy (Kennedy s new national 
security adviser) sent a memorandum to Rusk, Secretary of De­
fense Robert S. 'McNamara, and Allen Dulles in wh~ch h«:; said, 
"The President's interest in Cuba needs little explanatiOn. H1s con­
cern for Vietnam is a result of his keen interest in General Lans­
dale's recent report and his awareness of the high importance of 
this country."26 

13U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Executive Sessions of the Se'!"te 
Foreign Relations Committee (Historical Series), vol. XIII, pt. 1, 87th Cong., 1st sess. (Wash•ng· 
tgn, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1984), pp. 1-38, 49-90 (hereafter this series will be cited as SFRC 
niB, Ser.). 

14/bid., pp. 188-190. · · 
10Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., A Thousand Days (Boston: Houghton M1ffim, 1954), p. 329, and 

Sorensen, KenMdy, p. 722. 
1 °Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
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According to Walt W. Rostow, the new deputy to McGeorge 
Bundy, Kennedy's comment after the meeting was, "This is the 
worst one we've got, isn't it? You know, Eisenhower never men­
tioned it. He talked at length about Laos, but never uttered the 
word Vietnam." 27 

Lansdale's report, dated January 17, 1961, was made after a trip 
to Vietnam January 2-14, during which he talked to Diem and a 
number of other Vietnamese leaders, as well as to members of the 
U.S. mission. 28 In the report he warned that "The free Vietnam­
ese, and their government, probably will be able to do no more 
than postpone eventual defeat-unless they find a Vietnamese way 
of mobilizing their total resources and then utilizing them with 
spirit." He proposed that the U.S. treat Vietnam as a "combat area 
of the cold war, as an area requiring emergency treatment," and 
that under such conditions we should send to Vietnam "our best 
people," people who are "experienced in dealing with this type of 
emergency . . . who know and really like Asia and the Asians, 
dedicated people who are willing to risk their lives for the ideals of 
freedom .... " In addition to a new Ambassador with these skills 
and attitudes he suggested that a similar person be sent to Viet­
nam for "political operations, whose primary job would be to work 
with the "oppositionists," with the goal of establishing a responsi­
ble opposition party by which to "promote a two-party system 
which can afford to be surfaced, end much of the present clandes­
tine political structures, and give sound encouragement to the de­
velopment of new political leaders." "There are plenty of Aaron 
Burr's, a few Alexander Hamilton's and practically no George 
Washington's, Tom Jefferson's or Tom Paine's in Saigon today," he 
added, "largely as a result of our U.S. political influence. This cer­
tainly was not the U.S. policy we had hoped to implement." 

Lansdale said that Diem was "still the only Vietnamese with ex­
ecutive ability and the required determination to be an effective 
President," and that "We must support Ngo Dinh Diem until an­
other strong executive can replace him legally. President Diem 
feels that Americans have attacked him almost as viciously as the 
Communists, and he has withdrawn into a shell for self-protec­
tion." The U.S. needed, Lansdale said, to understand Diem, and to 
treat him as a friend. "If the next American official to talk to 
President Diem," he said, "would have the good sense to see him as 
a human being who has been through a lot of hell for years-and 
not as an opponent to be beaten to his knees-we would start re­
gaining our influence with him in a healthy way." "If we don't like 
the heavy influence of Brother [Ngo Dinh] Nhu," he added, "then 
let's move someone of ours in close." 

Lansdale also recommended that American military advisers be 
allowed to work in combat areas, and that the effects of the U.S. 
aid program on the Vietnamese-which "has filled their bellies but 
has neglected their spirit" -should be reassessed. "The people have 
more possessions but are starting to lose the will to protect their 

11W. W. Rostow, The Diffusion of Pouler (New York: Macmillan, 1972), p._ 265. 
18The text of the report is in PP, DOD (Department of Defelll!e) ed., (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 

Govt. Print. Off., 1971), book 2, IV. A. 5., pp. 66-77, as well as in book 11, pp. 1-18. 
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libertY· There is a big lesson here to be learned about the U.S. aid 
" 

prsr:rtly after returning from his trip, Lansdale met with Secre-
tary of Defense McNamara, who had requested that Lansdale brief 
him on Vietnam. (At that point Lansdale was an assistant to 
McNamara.) Lansdale has recounted their meeting:29 

I had a lot of Viet Cong weapons, punji stakes, and so on, 
that I'd collected in Vietnam to get the Special Forces to start 
a Fort Bragg museum of guerrilla weapons. They still had Vi­
etnamese mud on them, rusty and dirty. They were picked up 
from the battle field. So, I tucked all of these under my arm 
and went to his office. He had told me on the phone that I had 
five minutes to give him a briefmg on Vietnam. I went in and 
he was sitting at his desk, and I put all of these dirty weapons 
down-crude looking, and including those big spikes that they 
had as punji stakes with dried blood and mud on them-I put 
them on this beautiful mahagony desk-I just dumped them on 
that. I said, "The enemy in Vietnam used these weapons-and 
they were just using them just a little bit ago before I got 
them. The enemy are barefoot or wear sandals. They wear 
black pajamas, usually, with tatters or holes in them. I don't 
think you'd recognize any of them as soldiers, but they think 
of themselves that way. The people that are fighting them, on 
our side, are being supplied with weapons and uniforms and 
good shoes and all of the best that we have; and we're training 
them. Yet, the enemy's licking our side," I said. "Always keep 
in mind about Vietnam, that the struggle goes far beyond the 
material things of life. It doesn't take weapons and uniforms 
and lots of food to win. It takes something else, ideas and 
ideals, and these guys are using that something else. Let's at 
least learn that lesson." Somehow I found him very hard to 
talk to. Watching his face as I talked, I got the feeling that he 
didn't understand me. 

Counterinsurgency Plan Approved for Vietnam 
In submitting to Washington in January 1961 the counterinsur­

geofncy plan for Vietnam which had been developed during the fall 
1960, Ambassador Durbrow stated that he had reservations 

about one of the proposals, which would increase the Vietnamese 
~y by 20,000 men (from 150,000 to 170,000), primarily for action 
~8Ulst the Communist insurgents. He preferred, he said, that 
ti more calculated risks . . . should be taken by using more of the 
Ol'Ces in being to meet the immediate and serious guerrilla 

threat." Some of the proposals for reforms, Durbrow added, would 
PI'Obably be unpalatable to the Government of Vietnam. "Consider­
:~ should, therefore, be given to what actions we are prepared 

18 t' e to encourage, or if necessary to force, acceptance of all es-
n ial elements of the plan."30 

=~ Interview with Edward G. Lanadale, Nov. 19, 1982. 
o1 DeC m the text of Durbrow'e cable, in PP. DOD ed., book 10, p. 1359. See a1eo Durbrow'a cable 
Ia y1~~~1960, excerpted in ibid., book 2, IV. A. 5., pp. 63-66, in which he deecribed the situation 
tla11e -~.after the attempted coup in November, and explained why the U.S. needed to con­
...._ ill ~ on reforme and liberalieation. The text of the counterinsurgency plan and ita an-

Btill cla.lfied, but a portion of the plan Ia in ibid., pp. 87-98. 
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!?e proP<?sed plan p~ovided for a substantial increase in U.S. 
mlli~ry assistanc~ to VIetnam. In addition to an increase of 20,000 
men m the army, It called for increasing the Civil Guard by 32 000 
(~o 68,000). The total ~ost of these increases would be about $42 ~il­
hon, added to approximately $225 million a year already being paid 
by the U.S. for maintaining Vietnamese forces. 

The :plan a.lso call~d for Di~~ to institute certain political re­
forms, I~cludmg havmg oppositi?n le3;ders in the Cabinet, giving 
the National Ass.::mb~y power to mvestigate charges of mismanage­
ment and corrupt.ton. m the executive, improving "civic action" and 
other means of wtnnmg more popular support. The position of Dur­
~row a~d .of the Department of State was that Diem's cooperation 
m achievmg ~hese refor!ll.s should be required before the U.S. 
agreed to provtde the additional aid, and this was the position that 
was accepted, however tacitly, by the President when he approved 
the plan. 

It is also of interes~ to note that the memorandum setting forth 
the proP?~ed countermsurgency plan is said to have stated that if 
~he proVIsions of the plan were carried out, "the war could be won 
m eighteen months."3 1 

. l~dicative of ~h~ prevailing attitude about the importance of pro­
vidmg such additional assistance was a memorandum on February 
1 from ,Robert W. Komer (a former CIA employee then serving as 
Rostow s deputy) and an unnamed State Department official in the 
Fa~ East bur~au, "Forestalling a Crisis in South Vietnam," in 
which the.y sa~d, among other things, that such aid " ... will prob­
ably ~equire circumvention of the Geneva Accords. We should not 
let this stop us." 3 2 

At th~ White House meeting on January 28 at which the new 
counten~sur~ency J!lan was discussed, Kennedy asked whether in­
creases m VIetnam s Armed Forces "would really permit a shift 
from tJ;l;e defense to th:e off~nse," which the plan purportedly would 
do, or ;~~eth~r the situat~on w~ not basically one of politics and 
mo~ale. This led to a diScussion of the situation in Vietnam in 
wh~ch ~ansdale argued that the Communists considered 1961 "as 
their big year," ~ut that a "maximum American effort" in 1961 
could t~~art their plans, and enable South Vietnam, with U.S. 
~elp! to ~ove over mto the offensive in 1962." In his comments as 
~!1 his writ~n report, Lans?,ale stressed the need to support Di~m. 
The essentials were three, he said: "First, the Americans in Viet­

N!lm must themselves be infused with high morale and a will to 
wm, and they !llust.get cl?se to the Vietnamese; secondly, the Viet­
namese ~ust, ~n this settmg, be moved to act with vigor and confi­
~ence; third •. J?Iem must be persuaded to let the opposition coalesce 
I~ ~orne .le~tiT.ate form rather than concentrate on the task of · 
ktllm~ him.. ( It was Diem's view," Lansdale said, "that there are 
A!lleriCan~ m .the Foreign Service who are very close to those who 
tried to kill him on November 11, [1960] ... Diem felt confidence 

"Schles~::f,er, A Thousan;cJ Days, p. 541. In writing this book, Schlesinger had access to claasi· 
fi~•Kmatened , !!'any of wh1ch, such II!' the .counterinsurgency memorandum, are still classified. 

•• e!'n y Library, NSF Country File, VIetnam. 

F.1 ThV~ account of the meeting ia from a memorandum at the Kennedy Library NSF Country 
• e, 1etnam, W. W. Rostow to McGeorge Bundy, Jan. 30, 1961. ' 
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in the Americans in the CIA and the MAAG [Military Assistance 
Advisory Group].") 

Secretary of State Rusk commented that U.S. diplomats in Viet­
nam faced an ". . . extremely frustrating task. They were caught 
between pressing Diem to do things he did not wish to do and the 
need to convey to him American support. It was a difficult balance 
to strike; and Diem was extremely sensitive to criticism." 

Kennedy said he would like to see guerrillas operating in North 
Vietnam, and asked about this possibility. CIA Director Dulles re-
lied that four teams of eight men each had been organized for 

tarassment, but had been used only in the south, despite CIA in­
terest in more offensive operations. Dulles urged a build-up of 
counterguerrilla forces before the addition of the 20,000 men to the 
regular army, and also advocated increased U.S. training of such 
forces. 

Lansdale mentioned the importance of Laos to the defense of 
Vietnam. " ... if Laos goes to the Communists," he said, "we 
might not have time to organize the tum-around required in Amer­
ican and Viet-Nam morale and action." 

As the meeting ended, Kennedy concluded by asking ". . . how 
do we change morale; how do we get operations in the north; how 
do we get moving?" And, referring to the four "crisis areas: Viet­
Nam; Congo; Laos; and Cuba," he said ". . . we must change our 
course in these areas and we must be better off in three months 
than we are now." 

Kennedy's approval of the counterinsurgency plan two days later 
(January 30), as the Pentagon Papers observes, "was seen as quite a 
routine action." 34 Kenne<fy's major concern seems to have been to 
make the U.S. role more effective, to "get moving." He wanted to 
do more rather than less, including expanding operations by under­
taking, among other things, espionage and sabotage by guerrilla in­
filtration into North Vietnam. According to former Ambassador 
Durbrow, who had received a photostat from the State Department, 
Kennedy made a notation in the comer of the cover page of his 
~y of the counterinsurgency plan, to the effect, "Why so little? 
JFK. January 28."315 

Thus, the expansion of the U.S. role in Vietnam provided for by 
the counterinsurgency plan was approved by the President quickly, 
firmly and without change. Presidential aide Theodore C. Sorensen 
later commented, ". . . an abandonment of Vietnam, an abandon­
ment of our commitment would have had a very serious adverse 
etliThect on the position of the United States in all of Southeast Asia. 

erefore, we had to do whatever was necessary in order to pre­
vent it, which meant increasing our military commitment."38 
NSOn February 3 (National Security Action Memorandum­

AM-2), Secretary McNamara was directed to make a report on 
COnducting guerrilla operations in North Vietnam.37 On March 9 

:: PP, Gravel ed., vol. n, p. 1:1 • 
.. ~ Interview with ~bridge Durbrow, Oc:t. 25, 1978. 
"Theennedy Library, Oral Hiatory Interview with Theodore C. Sorellll8n, Mar. 25, 1964, p. 97. 

subJect of the first NSAM was "Separate 8~ of Spending Abroad." A list of all 
Ke~nedy NSAMa by number and IUbJect WM provided-CRSD}' _the Kennedy Library. A similar 
liati.ng of NSAMa duriq Johnson'• adminlltration, made available by the Johnaon Library, d01111 

Continued 
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(NSAM 28), McNamara was again directed to make the report 
guerrilla operations "in view of the President's instructions that 
we make every possible effort" to undertake such activities "at the 
earliest possible time."38 Kennedy also suggested (NSAM 9, Febru­
ary 6, 1961), that Lansdale's " ... story of the counterguerrilla 
case study would be an excellent magazine article for magazine 
like the Saturday Evening Post. Obviously it could not go under · 
Lansdale's signature, but he might, if the Department of Defense 
and the State Department think it is worthwhile, tum this memo­
randum over to them and they could perhaps get a good writer for 
it. He could then check the finalstory." 39 

Khrushchev s Speech and the Special Group (Counterinsurgency) 
While approving the new plan for Vietnam, and taking prompt 

action to prevent further Communist gains in Laos, the Kennedy 
administration launched a new counterinsurgency program to 
combat Communist "wars of national liberation." As described by 
Russian Premier Nikita Khrushchev in a speech on January 6, 
1961, such "wars of liberation or popular uprisings," which began 
as "uprisings of colonial peoples against their oppressors" and de­
velor;<i into "guerrilla wars," were supported "without reserva­
tion' by the Communists. 

Khrushchev's speech, the meaning and significance of which may 
have been exaggerated or even misinterpreted by Kennedy and his 
associates, made a "conspicuous impression" on th~ President, and 
besides sendinff copies of it to his newly appointed top aides and 
associates, he ' ... read the Khrushchev speech time and again­
in his office, at cabinet meetings, at dinners with friends, alone. At 
times he read it aloud and urged his colleagues to comment."40 

_ SJ»urred by what he and his associates considered to be a direct 
challenge to the U.S., as well as by the need they felt to respond 
more vigorously to Communist subversion in Indochina and else­
where in the third world, Kennedy began, as a "personal project," 
the development of a U.S. counterguerrilla or counterinsurgency 
program. He personally looked over the Army's field equipment for 
counterguerrilla warfare, studied the training manuals, and read 
studies on the subject, including Communist doctrine. 41 He then 
ordered the Army to expand its counterguerrilla training, and to 
augment its Special Forces, or "Green Berets." Counterinsurgency 
training courses were eventually required for all personnel, civilian 
as well as military, serving in countries facing Communist subver­
sion. "The hybrid word [counterinsurgency] became a passkey to 
the inner councils of government, to the trust of the President. If a 
high official expressed skepticism about the significance or newness 
ascribed to this style of warfare, it was said, he risked shortening 

not provide, for alleged security reasons, and at the direction of the NSC staff, the subJects of 
most NSAMs issued during Johnson's administration. The texts of all NSAMs cited herem were 
provided by the two libraries unless otherwise noted. 

••NSAMs 2 and 28 are also in the Penuwon Papers, DOD ed., book 11, pp. 17-18. 
••This was done and the piece in question appeared in the Saturday Evening Past, May 20, 

1961, under the title, "The Report the President Wanted Published," By an American Officer 
("whose name, for professional reasons, cannot be used"). 

40Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, p. 302, and Marvin Kalb and Elie Abel, Roots of Involve­
ment, The U.S. in Asia, 1784-1971 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1971), p. 110. 

••Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, p. 341. 
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. nure in office. McNamara, [M~ell] Taylor, a_nd Rostow 
hiS te early converts, and their White House standmg soared. 
~eever converted."42 

• 
R~ March 1961 Kennedy established a countermsurgency task 

headed by 'Richard Bissell, a Deputy Director of the CIA, 
fo~· in January 1962 became the Special Group (CI) chaired by 
whic~ential adviser Maxwell D. Taylor, with the Deputy Vnder 
~tary of State, the Deputy Secretary of De~ense, t~e Chrurman 

the JCS, the Director of the CIA,. the Special ~istant to the 
of ident for National Security Affrurs, the Ad~Imstrator of the 
=cy for International Development, and the Director of the U.S. 
Iriformation Agency, as members.43 

• 
Maxwell Taylor a distinguished General and Army Chief of Staff 

· the latter part 'of the 1950s, who took early retirement from the !\rm)'_ in 1959 because of his disagreement with current strategy, 
and w. W. Rostow, who had been a professor at the M~chusetts 
Institute of Technology before becoming McGeorge Bundy s d~puty, 
were foremost leaders in the development of U.S. countermsur-

ncy doctrine and programs, along with Roger Hilsman, the new 
Cad of the State Department's Bureau of Intelligence and Re­
search who had a strong academic and research background as 
well~ having been a West Point graduate and a mem&er of .~e 
U.S. commando unit in Southeast Asia in World War II, "Merrills 
Marauders." . H 

One of the earliest proponents of a shift m strategy was enry 
A. Kissinger, who propounded in _1955 an argumen~ for d~fense of 
the "grey areas" around the penphery of the SoVIet Umon by a 
military policy based on f~ghting "little" or "local" wars, rather 
than on the threat of "massive retaliation" by strate~c forces. 44 

Rostow and other Kennedy theorists carried Kissinger s a~ment 
• u· " " " to its ultimate conclusion. In order to f~ght bttle or loc wars 

in which the Communists were seeking to "liberate" countries 
through internal, indirect aggression, assisted from outside but not 
involving open, external aggression, the t!.S. n~ed, to paraph~ase 
Hilsman to use the tactics of the guerrilla agrunst the guerril~a. 
Whereas' Kissinger advocated building up the indigenous capacity 
for self-defense the counterinsurgency argument of the Kennedy 
era was open-e~ded as experience later demonstrated. When the 
U.S. was unable to develop adequate indigenous strength, it began 
to substitute American strength. . . 

One of the experts recruited for counterinsurgency plannmg m 
the Kennedy administration later described the early Kennedy 
period as "one of change, of ferment, of self-confidence-of 'know­
Ing' what had to be done and of unquestionin~ 'can do."' Ken~edy, 
he said, "Taking seriously the threat to Amencan power .an.d mflu­
ence implicit in Khrushchev's words, ... set about bulldmg our 

41Kalb and Abel, p. 124. 977) Th s ••See Doug!aa S Blaufarb The Counterinsurgency Era (New York: Free Press, 1 . e pe-
cial Group (CI) w~ establisbed by NSAM 124, Jan. 18, 1962, which is reprinted in PP, DOD ed., 
book 12 pp. 442-444. Other relevant documents are NSAM 131, Mar. 13, 1962, "Training Objec­
tives fo; Counter-Insurgency" in ibid., pp. 457-459,,a_nd NSAM 162, ~lJ!Ie .1~. 1962, "Development 
of U S and Indipnoua Police Paramilitary and Mi11tary Resourcee, m &bid., pp. 481-486. 
..H~n A Kllainger "Military Policy and DefeMe of the ~Qrey Areas,'" Foreign Affairs, 33 

<April 1915), ·pp. 41&-:428. For a more complete disc:uaeion of Kisainger'• argument, - pt. I of 
thia study. 
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military and government instruments to meet an obvious and seri­
ous challenge. That challenge may appear shadowy and full of 
braggadocio from the vantage point of the bitter experience of all 
parties in the late sixties. But who can deny that it was uttered 
seriously, and was meant to succeed, if it could, ten years earli­
er?"45 

Many policymakers in the Kennedy administration, like those 
under Eisenhower, did not have the specialized knowledge required 
to deal with Southeast Asia, however, and this factor greatly com­
plicated the attempt to intervene in situations in which such 
knowledge could be decisive. One of Kennedy's closest advisers has 
singled this out as a key lesson to be learned from studying the de­
velopment of U.S. policy toward Vietnam after 1961:46 

. . . our system has many strengths and the drawing of 
talent from outside the government and bringing it into gov­
ernment brings many advantages. But it also brings many 
costs, and one of the costs is bringing people into high policy­
making positions who aren't prepared to deal with many of the 
questions they face. . . . So I think in a very real sense we as­
sumed responsibilities unprepared; we didn't see clearly the 
full extent of those responsibilities; there were very few re­
sources in the country to draw upon. And I mention all of this 
because I think it colored the behavior thereafter. And I don't 
think to this day it is understood. What, in a sense, evolved as 
a feeling of public officials misleading the public was, in a 
major respect, much worse than that; much different-let me 
put it this way. It was public officials not seeing the problem 
clearly, and, at least in hindsight, not acting in the public in­
terest. 

What To Do About Laos? 
In early February 1961, Kennedy established a task force on 

Laos consisting of the Assistant Secretary of State for the Far East 
J. Graham Parsons, and his Deputy, John Steeves, both of who~ 
had been appointed to those posts during the Eisenhower adminis­
tration, as well as Kennedy's new Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for International Security Affairs, Paul H. Nitze, (who had worked 
on Indochina under Truman and his Secretary of State, Dean G. 
Acheson), W. W. Rostow from the NSC staff, and others from State 
the military and the CIA. ' 

A day or so later, Secretary Rusk sent a memorandum to Kenne­
dy in which he said that the task force had completed a draft 
report. He enclosed a proposed cable to set in motion a new plan 
for Laos. 4 7 This plan called for the King of Laos to declare the neu­
tralization of the country, followed by establishment of a Neutral 
Nations Commission by Cambodia and Burma, among others. At 

••Seymour J. Deitchman, The Best-Laid Schemet~ (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1976), pp. 4-6. 
In ~hllll!inger's description, "The future everywhere . . . seemed bright with hope. . . . The 
capttal ctty, som~olent in the Eisenhower yeers, had come suddenly alive. The air had been 
stale and oppresetve; now fresh winds were blowing. There was the excitement which comee 
from an i)\jection of new men and new ideas, the rei- of energy which occurs when men with 
ideas have a chance to put them into practice." A Thoruand Doys, p. 206. 

••Confidential CRS Interview, Feb. 1, 1979. (emphasis in original) 
47Undated memo from Rusk to Kennedy in the Kennedy Library, POF Country File, Laoe. 

19 

the same time, General Phoumi was to conduct ~n offensiv~ 
against the Pathet Lao for the purpose of strengthenmg the posi­
tion of the government. These actions would be ~'!pported. by 
SEATO moves, including the deployment of a U.S. mihtary umt to 
Thailand. . . 

On February 7, in preparation for a White House meetmg to dis-
cuss the Laos plan, McGeorge Bundy and W. W. Rostow sent the 
President a memorandum commenting on the plan and suggesting 
possible questions to raise.48 They called the plan a "carefully 
worked out and intelligent attack on a very tough problem." As for 
questions, they suggested the President might ask whether d~ploy­
ing the U.S. military unit to Thailand was "the best way of ~I~al­
ling support to Sarit [Sarit Thanarat, the leader of the mihtary 
junta then ruling the country] and general concern for the area?" 

They also suggested linking Laos to the broader question of U.S. 
relations with the Soviet Union: 

Does this whole approach fully recognize that the decisive 
dialogue here is with Khrushchev? Are we not coming to a 
time when something should be said directly to him? In this 
area where all the local advantages are against us, one clear 
asset is that Khrushchev wants serious talks with you, there 
must be a real cooling-off in Laos. Should we not move in ways 
which make it as easy as possible for him to face down the 
CHICOMS [Chinese Communists] on this point, while empha­
sizing quietly the depth of our commitment? 

Kennedy approved most of the proposed plan, with the exception 
of sending the U.S. military unit to Thailand, and on February 19 
the King of Laos issued a neutrality declaration and ~k~d Cambo­
dia Malaya and Burma to form a neutral commiSSion. Only 
Maiaya agreed to do so, however. Meanwhile, Phoumi's offensive 
failed and U.S. policymakers were back at square one. 

On 'March 1, Rusk sent Kennedy a memo reporting on the status 
of U.S. plans for Laos in which he said that the "key obstacle" to 
acceptance of the U.S. position by countries like Cambodia and 
Burma was the "narrow composition" of the Laotian Government, 
i.e., that it did not include Souvanna Phouma. 49 

A few days later, the Laos Task Force sent Kennedy anothe~ pro­
posed plan. By this point, according to a memo to the President 
from Rostow on March 9, in which he recounted events during Feb­
ruary, "our initial dispositions with respect to Laos, both diplomati­
cally and militarily, have not succeeded, and we enter a new 
phase."50 

The task force recommended that in this "new phase" there 
should be increased military assistance to Laos, as well as U.S. 
military moves to demonstrate U.S. determination to resist Com­
munist control of Laos. A "seventeen-step escalation ladder" was 
proposed. The members of the group, according to one knowledg-

••Same location. 
40Same location. 
••Same location. 
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able source, "were much more willing to favor the use of American 
force than the President and his senior advisers."61 

This plan was discussed and generally approved by the President 
and his advisers on March 9, 1961. Possible intervention by U.S. 
forces was not ruled out, but there was considerable reluctance to 
take such a step, and the President decided to continue efforts to 
find a diplomatic solution. These efforts, specifically the attempt to 
get the Russians to terminate their airlift into Laos, were unsuc­
cessful, however, and within a few days there was a plan in the 
works to undertake limited U.S. military action. According to a 
memorandum from Rostow to the President on March 17,62 

State is preparing for the Secretary's consideration a plan 
for the movement of an international SEATO force into Laos. 
If SEATO did not accept, the idea is that the U.S., Asian mem­
bers of SEATO, and possibly Australia and New Zealand, 
would work on a modified plan. Diplomatically it would be 
based on the Lebanon case; that is, it would be triggered by an 
appeal from the King of Laos for us to hold the line and 
permit peace to be negotiated, looking to an independent, neu­
tral country. The troops would go in merely to hold certain key 
centers for diplomatic bargaining purposes, not to conquer the 
country. They would only shoot if shot at. There would be talks 
with the Russians explaining our position and a report to the 
UN. The total force envisaged is about 26,000, which seems a 
bit high. At least half would be Asian troops. There would be 
U.S., Australian and, hopefully, New Zealand contributions. 

On March 20-21 this plan was discussed by the President and his 
advisers. Details of these meetings are still classified, but apparent­
ly Rostow, on behalf of the task force, argued the case for deploy­
ing U.S. forces to Thailand. The Joint Chiefs, however, argued that 
this could result in North Vietnamese moves into Laos, and possi­
ble war with China, and that if U.S. troops were to be used there 
would have to be an adequate force to insure a favorable outcome. 
They estimated that a U.S. move into Laos would require 60,000 
men, as well as air cover, and the use, if necessary, of atomic 
bombs against targets in North Vietnam and China. 

Kennedy, it is said, recognized the difficulties involved in com­
mitting a large force to Laos. He had learned, for one thing, that if 
10,000 men were sent to Southeast Asia there would be almost no 
strategic reserve force for other emergencies. 6 3 

He is also said to have recognized that a neutralization of Laos 
was the "only feasible alternative." Remembering what had hap­
pened in Vietnam in 1954, however, he did not want to negotiate 
prior to a cease-fire. 64 He thought that Laotian anti-Communist 
forces, with U.S. help, had to hold Vientiane, the capital city of 
Laos, in order to establish a stronger basis for negotiations, and in 
order to prevent a defeat that would have repercussions on the 
credibility of the United States in other areas. "We cannot," he 

01Stevenaon, The End of Nowhere, p. 142. One senior adviser, Under Secretary of State Chee­
ter Bowles, was strongly opposed to a U.S. military commitment in Laos. See Bowles' Promises 
to Keep (New York: Harper and Row, 1971), pp. 33~07. 

••Kennedy Library, POF Staff Memos File. 
••Cited in Stevenson, The End of Nowhere, p. 135. 
••Sorensen, Kennedy, p. 724. ' 
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was quoted as saying, "and will not accept any visible humiliation 
over Laos." 66 

In addition, Kennedy recognized and apparently alluded in the 
meetings to what he considered to be the "contradictions" in Amer­
ican public opinion, ". . . between the desire to 'get tough' with 
the communists and the disinclination to get involved in another 
Asian War .... " But he apparently also felt, and confirmed in 
consultations with Members of Congress, that the public would sup­
port U.S. intervention in Laos if that became necessary. 66 

The meetings of March 20-21 resulted in a decision to undertake 
a limited show of force by the U.S., to be followed by possible 
SEATO action. Kennedy authorized (there was no NSAM on the 
subject) immediate military moves similar to the ones made by Ei­
senhower in December 1960:67 

Three aircraft carriers moved toward Laos with 1,400 ma­
rines. Long-range troop and cargo transport planes flew from 
the continental United States to the Philippines. About 150 
marines were dispatched to Udorn, Thailand, to service four­
teen additional helicopters being given to the Royal Lao Army. 
On Okinawa Task Force 116 was alerted and its staffs brought 
up to operational size. . . . Two thousand marines in Japan 
were pulled away from a movie which they were assisting in 
filming. . . . In all, about 4,000 troops were ready for battle in 
Laos-not enough to carry out the intervention plans, but, 
hopefully, enough to force a change in the diplomatic stale­
mate. 

At the same time, Kennedy authorized various covert actions, in­
cluding increased reconnaissance flights over Laos. These had pre­
viously been conducted primarily by the Thais, but when the Thai 
Government decided in February 1961 not to continue such flights 
the JCS recommended that they be made by the U.S. Air Force. In­
stead, Kennedy told the U.S. military to borrow planes from the 
Philippine Air Force (RT-33s), paint them with Laotian markings, 
and use U.S. Air Force pilots in civilian clothes to fly reconnais­
sance over Laos. "On April 24, 1961, the first American-piloted RT-
33 sortie flew from Udorn under the code name 'Field Goal.' " 68 

. On March 23, 1961, Kennedy took his case to the public. Speak­
mg on nationwide television, he said that the U.S. supported a neu­
tral and independent Laos. Without mentioning the military moves 
which he had already authorized, he said that attacks by "external­
ly supported Communists" would have to cease, and if they did not 
that the U.S. would "honor its obligations." "No one should doubt 
our resolutions [sic] on this point," he added "The security of all 
Southeast Asia will be endangered if Laos loses its neutral inde­
pendence." 6 9 

""Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, p. 332. 
.•• Ibid., p. 333. There are few available details on the consultations that apparently were held 

":lth Con~ during_ the latter part of March, including an executive session of the Senate For­
e~gn Relations Comm1ttee on Mar. 22 which was not transcribed. 

"'Stevenson, The End of Nowhere, p. 146. 
""Earl f!· Tilford, .Jr., Search and Rescue in Southeast Asia, 1961-1975 (Washington, D.C.: 

Otlice ?f A1r Force HIS~ry, United States A_ir For;ce, 1980), pp. 34-35. On Mar. 24, 1961, the first 
U.~. A1r Force plane p1loted by an officer m umform had been shot down in Indochina while 
fly1ng an electronic surveillllf!ce mission over Laos. See ibid., p. 33. 

•• Public Papers of the Presidents, John F. Kennedy, 1961, p. 214. 



22 

Congress reacted favorably to Kennedy's speech, with both 
J?emocra~ and Republi~ans declaring their support for negotia­
tions while also supportmg Kennedy's firmness and determination 
~honor U.S. commitments. Except for the concern of some Repub­
licans and a few Democrats about having Communists included in 
the govern~e~t of !1 n~utral Laos, there was no dissent in Congress 
t? the admmiStration s proposals for handling the Laotian situa­
tion.60 

In a lette~ to Kenn~y on Ma~ch 24, the day after the speech, 
Se!late Foreign Relations Committee Chairman J. William Ful­
bright (D/ Ark.) said, "Your explanation of the Laotian situation 
was extremely effective." He enclosed a study on Vietnam for Ken­
nedy's use, saying that he thought it would be of interest: "The 
thought occurred to me," Fulbright added "that the extent to 
wh~ch you might be willing to go in defendi~g Laos could possibly 
!>e mfluenced by the stability in Viet-Nam. It would be embarrass­
mg. to say the least, to have Viet-Nam collapse just as we are ex­
tended in Laos."6t 
Meanw~ile, after the ~~te House meetings of March 20-21, the 

U.S .. had mformed the Bntish of the military moves which it was 
makin¥,, and had urged them to join in getting SEATO to imple­
men~ 'Plan 5/60" (usually referred to as SEATO Plan 5, this was a 
contmgenc~ plan for .the deployment of a major SEA TO force to 
Laos and Vietnam which would seek to defend Southeast Asia from 
a position on the Mekong River) under which U.S. Marines would 
be augmented ~Y. the Mobile Commonwealth Brigade consisting of 
troops from Bntam, New Zealand and Australia. The British how­
ever, urged continued efforts to achieve a cease-fire and ~tated 
th~i~ reseryation~ a.bout military intervention. Kennedy then asked 
BntiSh Pnme MmiSter Harold Macmillan to discuss the matter. 
The two leaders met on March 26, 1961, and according to Macmil­
lan, K~nn~y ". . . '!as not at all anxious to undertake a military 
operatio~ m Laos. If ~t had to be done (as a sort of political gesture) 
~e d~fimtely ;~ranted It to be a SEA TO exercise. He did not want to 
go It ~one. Kennedy, he said, commented that a number of 

pe_<>J?le m the y.s. would consider British support to be the "deter­
~mmng factor, a~d that unless the British decided to join the U.S. 
m ~uch an eft:ort he was not sure he could get his people to accept 
umlateral action by the United States." 

Kennedy told Macmillan that he was considering a very limited 
force of four or five ba.ttalions to hold Vientiane and other key 
posts, apparently referrmg to a modified version of the Vietnam 
Task Force proposal. Macmillan said he understood Kennedy's 
need to convince the Russians, "at the beginning of his presiden­
cy," that the U.S. would not be "pushed out" of Laos and that he 
would agr~ to particip9:te, with cabinet approval, in' "the af~r­
ance of resistance and m the necessary military planning. But 

51~~SSf15Co?-2-529iona3 (hl Record, vl!l. 107 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print. Off.), pp. 4706-4708, , 5292-5: , ereafter ctted as CR). 
.. ••Kennedy Library, POF Countr,y File, Laos. The IS-page study enclosed with the letter was 
The Struggle ~n SO!Jth Vietnam,' prepared in Mar. 1961 by Oliver E. Clubb, Jr., ~lative 

Reference SerYJce, Ltbrary of Co~. In 1962, Clubb, then at the Brookings Institution pre­
pared the ~tudy, ~ l[nited Stata and the Sino-Soviet Bloc in Southeast Asia (Washin',ton, 
D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1962). 
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bile undertaking such planning, the U.S. and Britain should 
w ke every effort to get the Russians to agree to a cease-fire and a ma 62 
conference. . 

On April 1, Khrushchev responded favorably ~o the Idea of an 
international conference on the subject, and tension eased momen-

tarily. h' h ·t· At this point, a very serious event occurred, an event"! .Ic c~I I-
cally affected the foreign policy of the Kennedy admimstration. 
Carrying out a plan developed in the Eisenhower administration, 
Kennedy agreed to let Cuban refuge~s, trained, armed and supP<?rt­
ed by the CIA, invade Cuba (Operation Zapata). After the resultmg 
fiasco, commonly referred to as the "Bay of Pigs," the ~ennedy ad­
ministration, seeking to prove to the world, and especially to the 
Russians, that the U.S. was not the "paper tiger" it appeared to be, 
assumed an even more militant (although perhaps less bold) for­
eign policy stance which, in turn, may well have affected U.S. 
policy toward Vietnam. 6 3 

Some have suggested that the failure of the Bay of Pigs, together 
with the subsequent "bullying'' to which Khrushchev is said to 
have subjected Kennedy at their "summit meeting" in June 1961, 
heavily influenced the Kennedy administration's decision to stand 
and fight the Communists in Vietnam, on the grounds that the 
U.S. had to demonstrate its determination to confront them, by 
force if necessary, and that Vietnam was the most auspicious place 
for such a confrontation. There is considerable validity to this argu­
ment. Most U.S. policymakers apparently did assume that the U.S. 

••Harold Macmillan, Pointing the Way,_1959-1961 (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), pp. 333-
338. Quotations from the book are from Macmillan's diary. 

••Immediately after the Bay of Pigs failure, President Kennedy asked Maxwell T!lylor, Robert 
Kennedy, Adm. Arleigh Burke (Chief C?f Naval Operation~) and Allen Dullll!l.to reVIeW the o~~­
ation, as well as "governmental practices and programs m the areas of _mthtary ~d pararnth­
tsry guerrilla and anti-guerrilla activity." With respect to the Bay of PJgB (Operation Zapata), 
the Cuban Study Group concluded_ after a mon~h. of secret ht;arings, " ... we are of the opinion 
that the preparations and execution of paramthtary operations su~h as ZaJU\ta are a form ~f 
cold war action in which the country must be prepared to engage. If 1t does f!O• It must engage m 
it with a maximum chance of success." With respect to the broader quest10n of U.S. cold war 
operations the group concluded that there was need for " ... a changed attitude on the part of 
the gover~ment and of the people toward the emergen~ which confronts us. Th~ first require­
ment of such a change is to recognize that we are in a hfe and death struggle w~tch w~ may _be 
losing, and will lose unless we change our ways and mars~all our resources wtt~ ~ mten~1ty 
associated in the past only with times of war. To effect thiS chan~, '!18 mus~ give Immedtate 
consideration to taking such measures as the announcement of a limtted nat10nal emergency, 
the review of any treaties or international agreements which restrain tht; full use ~f our re­
sources in the cold war, and the determination to seek the respect of our netghbors, wtt.ho':lt the 
criteria being international popularity, and a J>!>licy of taking i~to account the _propo~ton!ng ~f 
foreign aid to the attitude shown us by our netghbors. In the ltght of the stramed sttuation. m 
Laos and the potential crisis building up over Berlin, we should conside~ at _once affirmative 
programs to cope with the threat in both areas. There should be a re-exarnmatton of emergency 
powers of the President as to their adequacy to meet the developing situ~tion." For one com­
ment on the Kennedy administration's response to these recommendations see Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr., Robert Kennedy and His Times (Boston: Houghton Miffiin, 1978), pp. 459-460. 
See below for actions taken by Kennedy. 

The Cuban Study Group also recommended a division of responsibility between the C~A and 
the military that was later implemented in Vietnam: ". . . the Department of Defen'!8 ~~~?II nor­
mally receive responsibility for overt paramilitary operations. Where such an operation 18 to be 
wholly covert or disavowable, it may be ass~ed to CIA, provided that it is within the normal 
cspabilities of the agency. Any large paramtlitary operation wholly or partly covert which re­
quires significant numbers of militarily trained personnel, amounts of military stocks and/or 
military experience of a kind and level peculiar to the armed forces is pror,erly the primary 
~nsibility of the Department of Defense with the CIA in a supporting role. ' 
Th- !JUOtations from the Cuban Study Gro~ report are from Operation Zapata: The "Ultra­

sensitive' Report and Testimony of the Board o Inquiry on the Bay of Pigs (Frederick, Md.: Uni­
versity Publications of America, I981), pp. 43, 1-52, and 48-49. 
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could not back down in Vietnam, and that it was Vietnam, rather 
than Laos, where, if necessary, a confrontation should occur. 
"What happened," commented James C. Thomson, Jr. (an Asian 
specialist, who was then assistant to Under Secretary Bowles, and 
subsequently a member of the NSC staff dealing with Vietnam), 
"as my colleagues put it at the time, was that we discovered that 
the Laotians were not Turks. That was the phrase of the moment. 
What did that mean? That meant that they would not stand up 
and fight. And, once we discovered that the Laotians were not 
Turks, it seemed advisable to pull back from confrontation in 
Laos. . . . But once Laotians were discovered not to be Turks, the 
place to stand one's ground, it was thought, was Vietnam because 
the Vietnamese were Turks. . . . That's my recollection of the cli­
mate-let's call it 'the search for Turks."'64 

Former Ambassador William H. Sullivan, who was very closely 
associated with Indochina affairs for many of his years in the State 
Department, gave this description of the prevailing attitude: 611 

The attitude was that Laos was a secondary problem; Laos 
was a poor place to get bogged down in because it was inland, 
had no access to the sea and no proper logistics lines . . . that 
it was rather inchoate as a nation; that the Laos were not 
fighters, et cetera. While on the other hand if you were going 
to have a confrontation, the place to have it was in Vietnam 
because it did have logistical access to the sea and therefore, 
we had military advantages. It was an articulated, functioning 
nation. Its troops were tigers and real fighters. And, therefore, 
the advantages would be all on our side to have the confronta­
tion and showdown in Vietnam and not get sucked into this 
Laos operation. 66 

Sullivan made a very important additional point: ". . . I think, 
in saying that the White House recognized and that all of us did 
recognize that Vietnam was the main show, it wasn't at all the 
same to say that people were afraid of Vietnam as a quagmire; 
people were looking at Vietnam as something that could be a more 
solid instrument for settling this thing."67 In other words, Vietnam 

••CRS Interview with Jamee C. Thomaon, Jr., Oct. 17, 1978. In hiB very perceptive article, 
"How Could Vietnam Happen?" Atlantic Monthly (April 1968), p. 48, Thomaon stated: " ... the 
legacy of the rlftiee Willi apparently compounded by an uneasy sense of a worldwide Communl.t 
challenge to the new Administration after the Bay of Pigs (18800. A first manifeetation was the 
President's traumatic Vienna meeting with Khrushchev in June, 1961; then came the Berlin 
crisis of the summer. All thiB created an atmosphere in which President Kennedy undoubtedly 
felt under special pressure to show hiB nation's mettle in Vietnam-if the Vietnameee, unlike 
the people of Laos, were willing to (~ght." 

••Kennedy Library, Oral History Interview with William H. Sullivan (second of two), Aug. 6, 
1970, p. 33. 

••or interest is a portion of a "Dear Joe" letter of Mar. 18, 1967, from Sullivan, then servm. 
as U.S. Ambaasador to Laos, to Joseph W. Alsop, the noted U.S. journalist, regarding a seriee Ol 
articles Alsop had just written on Laos (Library of Congress, Joseph Alsop Papers): ". . . you 
may wish some documentary support for your contention that President Kennedy deliberately 
put Laos on the back burner so that he could pursue the confrontation more advantageously in 
Vietnam. There will be those who will accuse you of hindsight in this regard. To silence them, I 
would refer you to an article which appeared in the New York Times Sunday magazine IIOIDe 
time in the late summer of 1962 over the signature of Averell Harriman. ThiB article made pre­
cisely the point which you are contending; namely, that the President did not intend to luuidle 
the situation in the same manner as in Laos. I recall thiB article well because I wrote it and it 
had the President's personal clearance before it was printed." 

07Kennedy Library, Second Oral History Interview with William Sullivan, p. 88. 
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was more than just an auspicious place to confront the Commu­
nists and to demonstrate the American commitment to contain­
ment-it was a "solid instrument" for proving U.S. mettle; for "set­
tling" the question of defending "free" countries against wars of 
national liberation. Thus, as Sullivan said, Vietnam was not feared 
as a quagmire; it was perceived as an opportunity. 

W. W. Rostow made this same point in a memorandum to Ken­
nedy on June 17, 1961, after Kennedy's meeting with Khrushchev, 
entitled "The Shape of the Battle."68 Rostow said that the adminis­
tration was heading into "our crucial months of crisis," and that to 
"turn the tide" it was necessary to win two "defensive battles"­
Berlin, and Vietnam. If these battles could be won, he said, the 
U.S. could then "provide a golden bridge of retreat from their 
present aggressive positions for both Moscow and Peking." Berlin 
would have to be held against the Russians, he added, and the 
Communists would have to be turned back in Vietnam, in order to 
demonstrate that wars of national liberation could and would be 
defeated, which, in turn, would deter guerrilla activities in other 
unstable situations. 

This argument doubtless would have been made if there had not 
been a Bay of Pigs invasion or a summit meeting, but those inci­
dents seem to have caused the Kennedy administration to take a 
firmer stand in Vietnam, both to convince the Communists that 
the Bay of Pigs was an aberration, and to demonstrate that the 
U.S. could use its power effectively-and in unconventional ways if 
necessary-in combatting wars of national liberation, despite the 
failure of the unconventional means used in the attempt to over­
throw the Communists in Cuba. 

Ironically, it was also the Bay of Pigs that may have prevented 
active U.S. military involvement in Laos, and strengthened the 
President's resolve to find a diplomatic solution for Laos by which 
the U.S. could avoid having to fight in an area of lesser impor­
tance, and one where it would be at such a disadvantage militarily. 
After the failure of the Cuban invasion, Kennedy became much 
more cautious about the advice he was getting. As Presidential as­
sistant Sorensen said, 69 

. . . the Bay of Pigs fiasco had its influence. That operation 
had been recommended principally by the same set of advisers 
who favored intervention in Laos. But now the President was 
far more skeptical of the experts, their reputations, their rec­
ommendations, their promises, premises and facts. He relied 
more on his White House staff and his own common sense; and 
he asked the Attorney General and me to attend all NSC meet­
ings. He began asking questions he had not asked before about 
military operations in Laos. He requested each member of the 
Chiefs of Staff to give him in writing his detailed views on 
where our intervention would lead, who would join us, how we 
would react to a massive Red Chinese response and where it 
would all end. Their answers, considered in an NSC meeting 
on ~!lY 1, looked very different from the operations originally 
enviSioned; and the closer he looked, the less justifiable and de-

""Kennedy Library, POF Staff Memos File. 
•• Kennedy, p. 726. 
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finable those answers became. "Thank God the Bay of Pigs 
happened when it did," he would say to me in September. . . , 
"otherwise we'd be in Laos by now-and that would be a hun­
dred times worse."7o 

Cease-Fire in Laos 
Before turning to the developments occurring during February­

May 1961 with respect to Vietnam, this discussion of events in 
Laos, culminating in May with the agreement between the U.S. 
and the U.S.S.R. to negotiate a settlement for Laos, should be con­
cluded. Prior to the Laos negotiations, which began in Geneva on 
May 16, 1961, the U.S., facing a renewed offensive by the Pathet 
Lao, and fearing that the Russians were stalling, again considered 
using American forces. On April 27, Kennedy met with his advis­
ers. Rostow, speaking for the Laos Task Force, again recommended 
limited troop deployment to Thailand. 71 W. Averell Harriman, who 
had been appointed Ambassador at Large, and was to head the 
U.S. team in Geneva, agreed with this proposal. He thought the 
presence of U.S. forces in Thailand would strengthen the negotiat­
ing position of the U.S. The JCS again argued that if there was to 
be a show of force, there should be an adequate force available to 
undertake a military offensive, should one be required. This time, 
possibly in part because of the Bay of Pigs experience, the JCS pro­
posed a force of 120,000-140,000 men, with authority to use nuclear 
weapons if necessary. There were so many differences of opinion 
expressed by military representatives attending the meeting, how­
ever, that Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson finally suggested to 
Kennedy that each one be asked to state his views in writing. Ken­
nedy agreed, and they were asked to do so. As a· result, Kenned_y 
received separate statements from all four members of the JCS, 
from all three service secretaries, and from MeN amara. Although 
the Army apparently predicted problems of supplying U.S. troops 
in Laos, as well as difficulties in effectively fighting guerrillas 
holed up in the mountains, "The majority," according to Soren- · 
sen, 72 "appeared to favor the landing of American troops in Thai­
land, South Vietnam and the government-held portions of the Lao­
tian panhandle. If that did not produce a cease-fire, thef recom­
mended an air attack on Pathet Lao positions and tactica nuclear 
weapons on the ground. If North Vietnamese or Chinese then 
moved in, their homelands would be bombed. If massive Red troops 

70As Schlesinger, A ThoUBand Days, p. 339, recounts the story, Kennedy told him on May 8, 
'"If it hadn't been for Cuba, we might be about to intervene in Laos.' Waving a sheaf of cabl• 
from Ler:nnitz.:r [Ge':l. L~,an L. Lemnitzer, Chairman of the JCS], he added, 'I might have 
taken thJB advtce senously."' In a memorandum on June 1, 1961, Robert Kennedy took a similar 
position. See Schlesinger, Robert Kennedy and His Times, p. 702. 

7 '<?n Apr. 281 the ~ay .following this meeting, Rostow sent the President a memorandum, (ltill 
cl888lfied), statlng hJB vtews on what should be done about Laos. The President asked him to 
give him another memorandum on the "actiop consequenoes" of his memo of Apr. 28, and OD · 
May 6 he did so. Kennedy Library, NSF Regional Security File, Southeast Asia. Included W8l 
this oomment: 

". . . our total effort must be more expensive than it now is and the American public mlllt ' 
gear itself to the self-discipline required to sweat out this ~;>rotracted battle, notably by devisiDI 
a method of voluntary wage restraints to be combined wtth price cuts geared to productivity' 
increases. In addition, our society must understand that it is in a protracted struggle which will 
require from time to time that we face with unity, poise, and determination very dangei'OU 
testa of will." 

11Kennedy, p. 727. The memoranda are still cl888itled. 
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were then mobilized, nuclear bombings would be threatened and, if 
necessary, carried out. If the Soviets then intervened, we should 'be 
prepared to accept the possibility of general war.'" 

In an interview some years later, David E. Bell, then Director of 
the Bureau of the Budget, recalled: "To us outsiders, that is to say 
to those of us who weren't part of the Pentagon-State Department 
complex, this was a shocking meeting, because at least two of the 
Joint Chiefs ... were extremely belligerent, as we saw it, and 
were ready to go in and bomb the daylights out of them or land 
troops or whatever." " ... there was a predisposition," he added, 
"in some members of the military leadership to go shooting off into 
the Southeast Asian jungles on what at that time was plainly no 
substantial provocation. It seemed to most of us to have been 
simply a militaristic adventure, not at all justified in terms of 
American foreign policy interests." 7 3 

According to Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., 74 "The President was 
appalled at the sketchy nature of American military planning for 
Laos-the lack of detail and the unanswered questions," and in a 
meeting on April 29 after the memoranda were submitted he ques­
tioned military representatives on a number of points, and was said 
to have been quite dissatisfied with the answers he received. 

Despite their differences of opinion, the military had already 
begun to order contingency plans for military action. On April 26, 
the JCS alerted the U.S. Pacific Command (CINCPAC) to be pre­
pared to undertake airstrikes against North Vietnam and possibly 
southern China, and after the meeting on April 29 CINCPAC was 
told to prepare to move 5,000 U.S. combat troops into Thailand and 
another 5,000 into Vietnam, together with supporting units, includ­
ing air. The cable ordering this move said that Washington hoped 
to give a "SEATO cover" to these actions. 7 5 

. In addition, on April 20 Kennedy had ordered U.S. military ad­
~rs in Laos to put on their uniforms, to organize openly and offi­
Cially as a MAAG, and to start advising on combat operations. (Ap­
proximately 400 U.S. advisers had been sent to Laos by Eisenhower 
m 1960, ostensibly to advise the French military mission-the only 
military mission permitted in Laos by the 1954 Geneva Accords­
on technical matters, but they had worn civilian clothes to avoid 
the charge of violating the Accords.) 

On April 29, there was an important meeting of top policymak­
ers, including Rusk, McNamara, McGeorge Bundy, and the four 
service Chiefs, as well as Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy 
(who was sitting in, as a result of the Bay of Pigs experience, to 
~~!>:esent his brother and to protect the President's interests), to 
UU~CUss Laos.76 In response to a question by Robert Kennedy who 
asked w?ere would be the "best place to stand and fight in South­
~~t As1a, where to draw the hne," McNamara replied that he 

ought the U.S. would take a stand in Thailand and Vietnam. 
Kennedy asked again, saying that what he wanted to know was not 
only whether any of Laos could be saved by U.S. forces, but wheth-

~!CRS Interview with David E. Bell, Oct. 27, 1978 

71 
A Thousand Days, p. 338. 

70
PP. Graveled., vol. U, p. 41. 
See ibid., DOD ed., book 11, pp. 62-66. 
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er the U.S. would st;and up and fight. McNamara said that "we 
would have to attack the DRV" [Democratic Republic of Vietnam, 
in North Vietnam] if Laos were to be given up. Army Chief of Staff 
Gen. George H. Decker said that there was "no good place to fight 
in Southeast Asia but we must hold as much as we can of Viet­
Nam, Cambodia and Laos." Adm. Arleigh Burke, Chief of Naval 
Operations, urged that U.S. forces be sent into Laos. Burke said 
that "each time you give ground it is harder to stand next time. If 
we give up Laos we would have to put US forces into Viet-Nam 
and Thailand. We would have to throw enough in to win-perhaps 
the 'works.' It would be easier to hold now than later. The thing to 
do was to land now and hold as much as we can and make clear 
that we were not going to be pushed out of Southeast Asia." 

John Steeves, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for the Far 
East, said that if the U.S. decided that defense of Laos was not ten­
able, "we were writing the first chapter in the defeat of Southeast 
Asia.'' 

Rusk also took the position that U.S. forces should be sent to 
Laos. "The Secretary suggested that Thai and US troops might be 
placed together in Vientiane and, if they could not hold, be re­
moved by helicopter. Even if they were defeated they could be de­
feated together and this would be better than sitting back and 
doing nothing." 

General Decker added, ". . . we cannot win a conventional war 
in Southeast Asia; if we go in, we should go in to win, and that 
means bombing Hanoi, China, and maybe even using nuclear weap­
ons. He suggested that U.S. troops be moved into Thailand and 
Vietnam in an effort to induce agreement on a cease-fire. Robert 
Kennedy, playing his role as provocateur," ... said we would look 
sillier than we do now if we got troops in there and then backed 
down.'' Again he asked "whether we are ready to go the distance.'' 
Responses were mixed and unclear. Rusk said that if a cease-fire 
was not achieved quickly it would be necessary to resort to SEATO 
Plan 5 under U.N. auspices. 

During the meeting, Under Secretary of State Chester Bowles, 
who later became known for his opposition to U.S. military involve­
ment in Vietnam, "said he thought the main question to be faced 
was the fact that we were going to have to fight the Chinese 
anyway in 2, 3, 5 or 10 years and that it was just a question of 
where, when and how. He thought that a major war would be diffi­
cult to avoid.'' 

The meeting adjourned without agreement on a specific course of , 
action. 

On Sunday, April 30, Rusk sent Kennedy a memorandum dis­
cussing two alternative solutions for Laos. 77 "Track No. 1" dis­
cussed the procedures to be followed if the Communists agreed by 
Tuesday, May 2, to a cease-fire. "Track No. 2" discussed what 
would need to be done if there was no cease-fire. In this event, 
Rusk said, Laos, supported by the U.S. and Britain, should take its 
case to the U.N. At the s'ame time, there should be action by 
SEATO, either SEATO Plan 5, or deployment of a SEATO force 

TTKennedy Library, POF Country File, Laos. 
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into Thailand which could move into Laos if necessary. (If Plan 5 
were implemented, SEATO forces would not undertake offensive 
action against the Communists, or be deployed near the sensitive 
northern frontier.) 

Rusk's conclusions were as follows: 
If either Track 1 or Track 2 succeed in getting a cease-fire 

we will then face the real issue: what kind of a Laos to envis­
age emerging from the Conference. Our actions and the reali­
ties of Laos will all anticipate a "mixed up Laos." The more we 
can fracture it the better. 

It will be best for the time being for Laos to become a loose 
federation of somewhat autonomous strong men. Given the 
military capability of the Pathet Lao, a centralized government 
under a coalition government would tend to become a Commu­
nist satellite. Even partition would be a better outcome than 
unity under leadership responsive to the Communists. 

Rusk went on to suggest that the U.N. act as a "third party" in 
Laos between the two contending forces in order to preserve the 
peace and promote development. 

Meanwhile, congressional committees had been kept informed of 
Laotian developments. On April 11, for example, there was a long 
executive session briefing of the Foreign Relations Committee by 
Secretary of State Rusk. 7 8 On April 27, President Kennedy and 
Vice President Johnson met with congressional leaders and found 
that with the exception of Senator Styles Bridges (R/N.H.), they 
were opposed to the use of U.S. forces in Laos. 79 According to Ad­
miral Burke, who briefed the congressional group at the April 27 
meeting, after he told the leaders that the U.S. should stand firm 
in Laos, even at the risk of war, the President asked others for 
t~eir advice, and only the Vice President supported Burke's posi­
tlon.80 Other reactions were reported by U. Alexis Johnson, a vet­
eran Foreign Service officer who had been a ranking member of 
the U.S. delegation to the Geneva Conference in 1954 and U.S. Am­
bassador to Thailand, 1958-61, and who became Deputy Under Sec­
retary of State in April 1961. "'I think the whole thing would be 
rather fruitless,' said Mansfield. 'When we got through we would 
~ve. nothin~ to show for, it,' said Senate Republican leader Everett 

cKmley D1rksen (Ill.). We should get our people out and write 
the country off,' said Senator Richard B. Russell (D/Ga.). But if not 
Laos, then where would we draw the line? Some of the senators fa­
vt.ored putting American troops in Vietnam and Thailand but let-
lOg Laos alone." 81 

!:See SFRC His. Ser., vol. XIII, pt. 1, pp. 281-307. 
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Appearing on the television program "Meet the Press" on April 
30, 1961, Senator Fulbright, Chairman of the Foreign Relations 
Committee, said he did not think the U.S. should send troops to 
Laos. Conditions there, including the terrain and the peaceful 
nature of the people, were factors against such a move, he said. But 
he added, interestingly enough, that he thought it would be entire­
ly proper to send U.S. troops to Thailand and South Vietnam if 
those countries were willing to cooperate with us, and requested 
such assistance. In both of these countries, he said, the terrain and 
other conditions, including the public's interest in self-defense 
were much more conducive to the success of such an operatio~ 
than were the conditions in Laos. s2 

After a private meeting with Kennedy on May 4, Fulbright, who 
had asked for the meeting, reiterated this position, declaring that 
he would support U.S. troop commitments to Thailand and Viet­
nam if such forces were considered necessary and if those countries 
wanted them. He said that the Thais and the South Vietnamese, 
unlike the Laotians, appeared willing to defend themselves. But he 
emphasized that he was not willing to make the United States the 
primary defensive factor in Southeast Asia over a long period of 
time. He said it was up to Japan and India to play a role. sa . 

On May 6, the New York Times in an editorial noted Fulbright's 
views, but discounted the possibility of getting India or Japan to 
play such a role, and concluded: "An important defensive role for 
the United States in Southeast Asia must therefore be envisaged 
for an indefinite time if this area is to be protected from Commu­
nist aggression .... " 

Other congressional leaders indicated their support for the Presi­
dent and for his leadership in handling the Laotian "crisis." It 
should be remembered that the traditional "honeymoon" between 
Congress and the President, during which there is customarily a 
higher degree of tolerance and deference between the branches 
was still in effect at the time, and that this support reflected that 
fact. It also obviously reflected the continuing tendency of Congress 
to defer to the President in the making of decisions and the use of 
the armed forces. 

In an appearance on May 7, 1961, on ABC-TV's "Issues and An­
swers," for example, Senate Majority Leader Mansfield and Sena­
tor G~rge Aiken (R/Vt.)_, .both members of the Foreign Relations 
Committee, took the posttlon that although the President should 
and would confer with Congress before using the armed forces in 
Southeast Asia, he had the power under the Constitution, as rein­
forced by the SEATO Treaty, to deploy troops as necessary. Mans­
field was asked "Do you think the Congress would approve of send­
mg troops to any of these [SEA TO] countries?" He replied: 

Oh, I am quite certain that the President would confer with 
the necessary individuals in the Congress before any action 
was undertaken, but we must remember that under the Consti­
tution, the President is charged with the conduct of our foreign 

•• New York Times, May 1, 1961. For a staff background briefing paper for Fulbright's use in 
preparillf for the frogram, see the memorandum from John Newhouse to Carl Marcy, Apr. 26, 
1961, Umvenit~o Arkanaal, Fulbright Papers, •ri• 48, boz 2. 
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policy, and he is the Commander in Chief of our armed serv­
ices, and furthermore, we do have this treaty [SEATO] which 
we are obligated to adhere to. 

Mansfield and Aiken were then asked, "Do you think it is worth 
risking a global war to keep the Communists from getting, say, 
Vietnam, Thailand, and Cambodia?" Mansfield's reply was that 
this was a question no one could answer at that time, adding, "I 
would again have to refer you to the responsibility of the President 
of the United States as far as this country is concerned." Aiken 
agreed with Mansfield, saying, "The final determination is up to 
the President of the United States. He would supposedly act upon 
the best advice which he could get and the best opinions which he 
could secure and I am sure that the Congress of the United States 
would support him in whatever his decision might be."8 4 

During this time Mansfield continued to communicate privately 
with the President, and on May 1, 1961, he sent another memo to 
Kennedy on the Laotian situation in which he took the position 
that, beginning with Laos, the U.S. needed to bring commitments 
in Southeast Asia into line with American interests in that 
region.85 The U.S. needed, he said, referring specifically to Laos, 
"to get out of the center of this thing and into a position more com­
mensurate with our limited interests, our practical capabilities, 
and our political realities at home." Laos, he said, was not like Leb­
anon, to which the U.S. had sent troops in 1958. Among other 
things, in Laos the Russians could "call all the shots" without in­
tervening, meanwhile condemning the U.S. for the bloodshed. 

Referring to the administration's plan to use ~ground forces from 
Thailand, Pakistan and the Philippines (at a SEATO meeting on 
March 27, the U.S. had been given preliminary indications that 
this would be possible), and to limit U.S. participation to air and 
sea power, Mansfield said that the U.S. might end up having to use 
its own ground forces as well. Moreover, pressures could be put on 
the United States elsewhere, including South Vietnam. Interven­
tion could also prove costly at home: 

If we intervene, we can possibly anticipate an initial reaction 
of public approval for your "standing firm." If the intervention 
succeeds in the Lebanese pattern, there will be some sustained 
approval but it is not likely to drown out the complaints about 
the increased costs of aid which will follow. If the intervention 
involves U.S. forces, the initial approval, such as it is, will 
start to disappear as soon as the first significant casualty lists 
are published. And it will not be long before the approval of 
"standfirm" gives way to the disapproval of "Kennedy's War" 
and "what are we doing in Laos?" 

. On the contrary, he said, although the U.S. would take some 
rts~ by not intervening, they would be small compared to the costs 
of mtervention. If the U.S. did not intervene militarily, Souvanna 
Phouma would emerge after negotiations as the principal leader, 
and while he might cooperate with the Communists, there would 
~ greater advantages in such a situation than in U.S. interven­
tion. Mansfield described these, and said that even if there were to 

••From the tezt of the program, reprinted in CR, vol. 107, pp. 7587 ff. 
••Kennedy Library, POF Country File, Laos. 



32 

be a government which cooperated with t~e Communists, "we w.ill 
at least be in a position to cut our losses with some measur.e of di~; 
nity and we will be relieved of an enormous over-commitment. 
Adverse reaction in the U.S., he added, would be "mild" compared 
to the reaction if the U.S., "with American blood and treasure," 
tried to keep the existing government in power. 

Mansfield concluded by recommending that the U.S. concentrate 
on assisting Vietnam, which he thought had the "greatest potential 
in leadership human capacities and resources" in the area, and on 
cultivating n~utral, friendly relations also with Cambodia, Burma, 
Malaya, Indonesia and Thailand, rather than c~mtinuin~ to search 
for "cold-war 'allies.'" By the same token, he, hke Fulbnght, advo­
cated that the U.S. seek to encourage India to play a more active 
role in Southeast Asia, beginning with possible Indian efforts to 
prevent the situation in Laos from worsening prior to the forth­
coming Geneva Conference. 

Mansfield suggested that if the U.S. reduced its military program 
in Laos those funds could be redirected to Vietnam, but that in 
doing so the U.S. should avoid raising the level of aid "so high th~t 
it atrophies the will of the Viet Namese government to do what It 
must do to strengthen its ties among the Viet Namese people.'' 

Facing a difficult choice, and feeling the effects of the Bay of 
Pigs, Kennedy struggled with. the possibility of "l~ing". ~aos to the 
Communists apparently feehng that the domestic pohbcal conse­
quences of s~ch an outcome would be more serious than Mansfield 
estimated. He is said to have told Rostow that whereas Eisenhower 
was able to withstand the political fall-out from the loss of Dien 
Bien Phu because it was the French, rather than the Americans, 
who were defeated, "I can't take a 1954 defeat today."86 

On May 1, Kennedy met again with his adyisers. The situation in 
Laos was more ominous, and the group decided that the U.S. had 
no choice but to threaten to take military action unless a cease-fire 
was arranged. Unlike the meeting on April 29, at which th~y were 
divided, the military were all agreed on the need to act. Durmg the 
meeting, McGeorge Bundy sent Kennedy the following note:87 

Mr. President: 
On Saturday [April 29] the Joint Chiefs of Stafi divided 1-1 

(Navy-Air vs. Army-Marine) on going into Laos; it's not at all 
clear why they now are unanimous. . . . 

The diplomatic result of the meeting is probably best described 
by British Prime Minister Macmillan, based on messages he was 
receiving that day from Washington:88 

6 p.m. [London] Meeting on Laos. . . . The Americans, sup­
ported by Australia and New Zealan~,. now ~ant to ?tke the 
preliminary troop movements for a military mtervenbon. . . . 
They want to declare the alert at the SEATO meeting tomor­
row. Their reason is that the two sides have not yet manag~ 
to meet to discuss the cease-fire; that the Pathet Lao are obV1· 
ously stalling till the whole country has fallen; that they are 
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advancing all the time; that the Thais are getting restless; that 
only the United Kingdom and France are out of step, etc., etc. 

Later that day, however, cease-fire talks were agreed upon, and 
the alert was postponed and then cancelled when it became clear 
that the Geneva Conference would be held. 

It should be noted, however, that on May 5 Rusk met with the 
members of the newly-created Vietnam Task Force to discuss 
whether the U.S. should send combat forces to South Vietnam 
prior to the Geneva Conference on Laos as another means of dem­
onstrating U.S. determination to take a stand in Southeast Asia. It 
was decided not to do so at that point, but to keep the possibility 
under review.89 (It should also be noted that the day before the 
Geneva Conference was to begin, Kennedy, in connection with in­
creased U.S. assistance to Vietnam, authorized covert military op­
erations against the North Vietnamese in both North Vietnam and 
Laos. Among other things, he approved intelligence and harass­
ment missions by South Vietnamese units into southeastern Laos, 
and the use of U.S. advisers, "if necessary," in attacks on the 
North Vietnamese supply center in Tchepone, Laos, on the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail.)90 

Later that day (May 5), Kennedy met with his advisers to discuss 
the Laos situation as well as Vietnam. "Most agreed the chance for 
salvaging anything out of the cease-fire and coalition government 
was slim indeed.'' The group discussed ways in which to reassure 
Vietnam and Thailand, one of which was a visit to Vietnam by 
Vice President Johnson, which was agreed upon and announced 
after the meeting. 91 

Vietnam Moves Up on the Agenda 

During February and March 1961, Ambassador Durbrow at­
tempted to extract from Diem the agreement on reforms which the 
U.S. was insisting be reached before the new counterinsurgency 
plan for Vietnam was implemented. As these negotiations dragged 
on, U.S. military leaders became restive, and began to urge that 
the plan be implemented even though Diem had not met the prior 
conditions established by Washington. 

The President was also restive. On March 14, McGeorge Bundy 
sent a memorandum to Lucius D. Battle, Executive Secretary for 
the State Department, expressing Kennedy's concern that Nolting 
would not be arriving in Saigon until June. "This is simply one 
samp.le," Bundy said, "of repeated questioning which we get here 
?n VIetnam from the President. He is really very eager indeed that 
It should have the highest priority for rapid and energetic action 
~I know that anything the Secretary [Rusk] can do to encourag~ 
uun on that point will be much appreciated."92 

By the end. ~f.March, ~stow, who had been given primary NSC rarr res~nsibihty for VIetnam, was urging Kennedy to organize 
or an 'effective counter-offensive" in Vietnam. 93 Among other 
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things, he advocated having Diem visit Washington, or sending 
Vice President Johnson on a visit to Vietnam. "In any case," he 
added, "we must help [Ambassador] Nolting persuade him that our 
support for him is unambiguous, but t~at he must fac~ up ~~ the 
political and morale elements of the JOb, as well as 1ts m1htary 
component." 

Rostow also said, "We must somehow bring to bear our unex­
ploited counter-guerrilla assets on the Viet-Nam. P!?~lem: armed 
helicopters; other Research and Development poss1h1htles; our Spe­
cial Forces units. It is somehow wrong to be developing these capa­
bilities but not applying them in a crucial active theater. In Knute 
Rockne's old phrase, we are not saving them for the Junior Prom." 

On March 28, in a special message on the defense budget, the 
President asked Congress for authority to increase limited warfare 
forces, including counterinsurgency, in addition to a larger force of 
intercontinental ballistic missiles. u 

Senator Richard B. Russell, chairman of the Armed Services 
Committee, agreed. In a memorandum on April 20, 1961, addressed 
to both Kennedl and Johnson, Russell said, among other things, 
"The Presidents suggested program for specialized training in 
ranger or counterguerrilla operations for certain units of the Army 
and Marine Corps should be prosecuted with relentless vigor."95 

The JCS was also recommending accelerated action in Vietnam .. 
After receiving a report on March 28, 1961, from Lt. General T. J. 
H. Trapnell (former head of the MAAG in Indochina in the early 
1950s), who had just returned from a review of the situation in 
Vietnam and Laos, the JCS agreed with most of Trapnell's sugges­
tions, and asked the Secretary of Defense to approve those actions 
requiring his concurrence. These included letting. the MAAG oper­
ate independently of the Embassy, and increasing U.S. support for 
the Civil Guard. 9 a 

In conjunction with moves concurrently underway with respect 
to Laos, orders also were given on March 26, 1961, for U.S. planes 
to destroy "hostile aircraft" over South Vietnam, but to avoid 
licity. According.to the JCS cable to Saigon:97 

... it is mandatory that ... you work out ways and me1an111 
to ensure maximum discretion and minimum publicity. 
effort must be kept in lowest possible key. In the event of 
of US aircraft, a plausible cover story or covering action 
be ready. 

On March 29, Lt. Gen. Lionel C. McGarr, Chief of the U.S. 
tary Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) in Saigon, with 
concurrence (his arrival had been moved up), replied that 
plan had been devised, and that, among other things, "In 
enemy aircraft is destroyed by US air action we will remain 
No results US missions will be passed via air-ground radio. . 
the event a US aircraft is lost on an operations mission from 
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cause whatsoever, the explanation in reply to press query is that 
accident occurred while aircraft engaged in routine operational 
flight. 0 ° • "

9 8 

On April 12, Rostow recommended to Kennedy, among other 
things, that he appoint a top-level Washington coordinator for Viet­
nam, (Rostow was thinking of Lansdale), raise the MAAG ceiling, 
and, besides sending Vice President Johnson to see Diem he sug­
gested that Kennedy consider writing a letter to Diem like that of 
Eisenhower's in 1954, reaffirming U.S. support, stating what new 
assistance the U.S. was prepared to give, and urging him to make 
more progress toward creating a "more effective political and 
morale setting for his military operation .... " 99 

On April 19, Lansdale recommended that "The President should 
at once determine the conditions in Vietnam are critical and estab­
lish a Washington Task Force for the country." 100 Among other 
things he proposed that he himself should accompany the new U.S. 
Ambassador to Vietnam "to facilitate good working relationships 
with the Vietnamese Government" as well as to implement the ac­
tions of the task force. After getting Diem's consent, one of his first 
goals would be " ... to call non-Communist political opposition 
leaders together and encourage them to rely on legal means of op­
position, to help in the fight against the Communist VietCong, and 
to ease scheming coup d 'etats." To help him with this and other 
tasks Lansdale asked that all those who had worked with him in 
1954-55 be sent to Vietnam, along with Generals John W. O'Daniel 
and Samuel T. Williams, former chiefs of the Saigon MAAG, and 
other personnel as needed. 

Among other steps to achieve U.S. goals in Vietnam, Lansdale 
recommended that the U.S., as a way of weakening the position of 
the North, "Encourage again the movement of refugees into the 
South by stimulating the desire to do so among the people in the 
North, by establishing better means of ingress to the South, and by 
re-establishing the highly successful refugee settlement pro­
gram. . . . The goal should be a million refugees." 

On April 20, the day after the Bay of Pigs invasion ended in fail­
ure, Kennedy established a Vietnam Task Force. (Prior to that 
t~e Vietnam had been handled also by the Laos Task Force, 
V~1ch, at least by the end of March, was being called the Laos-

let-Nam Task Force.) This new group was to be headed by Deputy 
Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric, with Lansdale as operations 
officer. Other members included, Rostow, Paul Nitze, (Assistant 
~retary of Defense for International Security Affairs), Gen. 

aries H. Bonesteel III from the JCS, U. Alexis Johnson (Deputy 
.x_nder Secretary of State), and Desmond FitzGerald, (then Chief of 
· e Far East Division of the covert side of the CIA). The group was 
~ld ,to recommend by April 27 measures to "prevent Communist 
~~ommation" of Vietnam. 
~nb1an interview some years later, Gilpatric reflected on a basic 

.... r•u em that faced the task force: 10l 
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The first thing that we ran into was what I felt then 
still feel was a basic lack of understanding of what moti 
the people in the whole Indochina area, their culture their 
tory, their politics. And we really went on the basis' of 
mendations from people in prior administrations. In 
words, none of us of the new group that came in with 
President, who were charged with responsibility for this 
had any preparation for this problem. What we didn't LUJLuu,.-­

hend was the inability of the Vietnamese to absorb our 
trine, to think and to organize the way we did. We j 
sumed they would react the way our Western 
had. We really were dealing with a mentality and a 
that we didn't understand. 

Gilpatric added that it would have been difficult for 
policymakers involved to have gained such an 
that "You certainly couldn't do it under the kinds of ..,v, ..... ,,~ ...... ~a 
that we ':V~re faced with in 1961 and 1962 when we were making. 
these decisions-exchange of cables and hurried meetings and this 
deve~opment and tha~ development. All of us did a great deal 
r~admg. We were bnefed. But we really didn't understand what 
kmds. of pe.ople we ~ere ~ealing with and how they would respond 
to thi~ ~~IStance, direction, support that we were trying to give 
them, Initially, to make them more effective." 

Gilpatric was asked to speculate as to what the task force would 
have done differently in preparing its report if it were to do it 
again, and he replied: 

I think it would be a much more tentative, exploratory 
longer-~hased program than we came up with. I think we . 
wouldn t .haye been ~ b~ash and bold in just assuming that we 
co~ld, Withm certam time frames, train certain units and 
brmg about certain results. I think we would have been far 
less confident of our judgments than we were then. We took all 
of these masses of suggestions that came in from all of these . 
people, Lansdale and others, who had been out there and we 
talked them over and threw them around at various sessions 
we had at State and Defense, and came up with this whole 
~ackage of differe~t measures. I think we bought that whole 
hne and then put It forward as our own with much more as­
surance t~an I ~ou~d ever do again. I think we were kidding 
O!J~lves mto thmkmg that we were making well-informed de­
CISions. 

"Come what may, the U.S. intends to win this battle" 
. On April 26, th~ Vietnam Task Force submitted the first draft of 
Its reP?rt .. 102 Notmg that South Vietnam "is nearing the decisive 
ph.ase m Its str~ggle for survival," the report recommended that 
pru~~ry emphasis ~hould be placed on internal security, and that 
additional U.S. assistance should be given to strengthen the pro­
grams approved earlier in January in the CIP. Included were pro­
posals for financing the increase of 20,000 in the armed forces as 
well as for the entire Civil Guard and Self-Defense Corps; 100 more 

108For the text see PP. DOD ed., book 11, pp. 43-56. 
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men for the MA~G; installation of a radar .surveillan~e system for 
monitoring overflights; and support for a VIetnamese JUnk force to 
revent Communist supply and infiltration by water. 

p The report also strongly reflected Lansdale's concerns about po­
litical and psychological warfare, especially his emphasis on attack­
ing the problem in the rural areas rather than insisting on reforms 
that were of interest primarily to urban elites. It also assumed that 
Lansdale would return to Vietnam to take charge of implementing 
the report and subsequent follow-up action, with Gilpatric and the 
other members of the task force serving as the key coordinating 
group in Washington. 

The report, which contained an annex dealing with the situation 
in Laos, was predicated on the assumption that the level of Com­
munist activity in South Vietnam would remain substantially the 
same. If it increased, either directly or as a result of a "collapse" of 
Laos, the draft stated, additional assistance would be needed, and 
preparations should be made for that eventuality. 

The reaction of top White House staff members, partly as a 
result of the Bay of Pigs experience, was that the task force report 
was inadequate, and that the President needed "a more realistic 
look." (emphasis in original) In a memorandum to Kennedy, on 
April 28, 1961, his Counsel, Theodore Sorensen, speaking also for 
McGeorge Bundy and David Bell, Director of the Bureau of the 
Budget, urged that at the NSC meeting on April 29 at which the 
report was to be discussed, the President should approve "only the 
basic concept of an all-out internal security effort to save Viet­
nam."loa The memo proposed that the report be reshaped and 
taken by Vice President Johnson to Vietnam for discussion with 
Diem. It might become necessary, it said, if Johnson and Diem 
reached agreement, for the report then to be recast as a joint plan 
to be implemented by both countries. 

Besides raising various specific questions about the report, the 
Sorensen-Bundy-Bell memo challenged two broad aspects of the 
task force report: 

To the extent that this plan depends on the communists 
being tied down in Laos and lacking further forces, on our 
blocking land corridors through which communist support 
flows, or on our obtaining effective anti-infiltration action from 

101Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. Also in that location there are memos to 
Rostow on Apr. 28, I961, from two other NSC staff members, Robert W. Komer and Robert H. 
Johnson, assiStants to Rostow, commenting on the task force report. Both urged that ~ter 
J,~ressure be put on Diem. As Komer said, "If we are bailing Diem out, why aren't we entitled to 
ln.sist . . . that he overhaul tax system, halt waste of foreign exchange and devalue currency to 
a realistic rate? To my mind one of the flaws of our Korean operation has been that we always 
gave and never demanded. This is war for Diem too; he's got to understand that continued pro­
crastination on his part will be fatal." (emphasis in original) Komer also urged that the U.S. 
demonstrate its determination: "At a minimum, why not give Diem now a public commitment 
that if things get to the stage of overt r~ghting, we will come to his support. We should consider 
ways and means of putting token US forces in South Vietnam as further evidence (if this is 
PGasible under Geneva Accords)." By May 4, Komer was arguing that a way needed to be found 
1c? '"seal' off South Vietnam in such a way as to deter another Laos." He said he was not con­
VInced that the U.S. should send troops to Vietnam, but he questioned whether the decision 
should be postponed until after the Laos conference had begun, and the situation in Vietnam 
had deteriorated even further. He also questioned whether a large force was needed. "The pur­
pose of sending forces is not to fight guerrillu. It would be to establish a US 'presence'; this 
COuld be accomplished by no more than a battalion supported by naval power." Memorandum 
from Komer to Bundy and Roetow, May 4, 1961, same location. (emphasis m original) 
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Laos, Cambodia and the Laotian negotiations, the outcome 
highly doubtful. 

To the extent that it depends on wider popular 
among the Vietnamese, tax and foreign exchange reforms 
Diem, and his agreement to the military and governmental 
organizations required, the outcome is speculative at best. 

In other words, Sorensen, Bundy, and Bell questioned 
the U.S. could count on reforms by Diem, and also doubted wu.,L••· 
er it was realistic to think that Communist infiltration into Viet­
nam could be blocked, even by U.S. military action. 

These three advisers went on to say that the U.S. could not 
vent the "loss" of South Vietnam, but that U.S. insistence 
forms was justified in order to help the South Vietnamese 
themselves: 

There is no clearer example of a country that cannot be 
saved unless it saves itself-through increased popular 
port; governmental, economic and military reforms and reorga­
nizations; and the encouragement of new political leaders. We 
do not want Vietnam to fall-we do not want to add to Diem's 
burdens-and the chief purpose of insisting upon such condi· 
tions should not be the saving of American dollars but the 
saving of Vietnam. 

Kennedy appears to have been influenced by or to have agreed 
with the advice of Sorensen, Bundy, and Bell, and at the NSC 
meeting on April 29 at which the report of the Vietnam Task Force 
was considered, he approved only a few of the recommendations 
the task force, including its proposal that the MAAG be increased 
by approximately 100 in order to assist in training the Self Defense 
Corps, that there should be additional 20,000 men for the armed 
forces, and the suggestion that U.S. military assistance funds be 
used to support the entire Civil Guard force. 

On May 1, 1961, a revised draft of the task force report was dis­
tributed. At this point, the primary responsibility was transferred 
from Defense to State, doubtless at the insistence of the White 
House, and the report was redrafted on May 3 to reflect State's 
views. 

The task force was also downgraded in importance, with a For­
eign Service officer, Sterling J. Cottrell, appointed as Director, and 
~noth~r FSO, Chalmers .B. Wood, as Executive Officer, thus making 
1t an mteragency workmg group rather than a sub-Cabinet level 
task force .. Lansdale was not even made a member of the group. 

In argumg for State's direction of the group it was said that 
Rusk ". . . was able to turn the trick with a phrase. 'If you want 
Vietnam,' he said to McNamara, 'give me the Marines."' 104 

On May 6 the task force report was again redrafted for an NSC 
meeting on May 11. In this, its final form, the report, which stated 
that "come what may, the U.S. intends to win this battle" (this lan·· 
guage had been in the first draft of the report), recommended that 
in addition to the actions approved by the President on April 29, he 
approve other military moves, including dispatching 400 U.S. Spe­
cial Forces to help train Vietnamese Special Forces; consideration 

•••Roger Hilsman, To Move A Nation (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1967), p. 41. 
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f increasing the Vietnamese Armed Forces from the newly-ap-
0 roved 170,000 to 200,000; and consideration also of sending U.S. 
Forces to Vietnam should this be agreed upon in the meetings of 
Vice President Johnson and Diem. The paper stated that the De­
fense Department had begun a study of the use of U.S. forces, and 
that one action being considered was the deployment of two U.S. 
battle groups (with supporting units) and an engineer battalion. 

In one of the annexes to the report these military moves were 
disCUSSed at greater length. 106 With respect to the use of U.S. 
forces, it was stated in the annex that such a U.S. military group 
would be "specifically designed for carrying otit a counter~er­
rilla-civic action-limited war mission in South Vietnam,' in 
which "In the absence of intelligence indications of an overt attack 
on the G.V.N., it is contemplated that this composite force would 
be deployed throughout the country in small 'task force' units on 
specific mission assignments of a counter-guerrilla or civic action 
nature." 

The report itself also proposed that these troops be stationed in 
Vietnam under a U.S.-Vietnam defensive alliance. Advantages and 
disadvantages of having U.S. forces in Vietnam were discussed. 
One of the advantages would be that "It would place the Sino­
Soviet Bloc in the position of risking direct intervention in a situa­
tion where U.S. forces were already in place, accepting the conse­
quences of such action. This is in direct contrast to the current sit­
uation in Laos." 

Among the disadvantages was the following: "The danger that a 
troop contribution would provoke a DRV -CHI COM, [Democratic Re­
public of Vietnam-Chinese Communist] reaction with the risk of 
mvolving a significant commitment of U.S. force in the Pacific to 
the Asian mainland." 

The report also discussed political, economic and psychological 
aspects, as well as covert action and unconventional warfare. 

Alsb in preparation for the May 11 NSC meeting, McNamara 
asked the JCS to review the question of deploying U.S. forces in 
Vietnam. JCS Chairman Gen. Lyman L. Lemnitzer stopped by 
Vietnam on his return from another trip, and on May 9 the JCS 
recommended to McNamara that Diem should ''be encouraged" to 
request that the U.S. fulfill its SEATO obligation, by sending "ap­
propriate" forces to Vietnam: 106 

Assuming that the political decision is to hold Southeast 
Asia outside the Communist sphere, the JCS are of the opinion 
that U.S. forces should be deployed immediately to South Viet­
nam; such action should be taken primarily to prevent the Vi­
etnamese from being subjected to the same situation as pres­
ently exists in Laos, which would then require deployment of 
US forces into an already existing combat situation. . . . Suffi­
cient forces should be deployed to accomplish the following 
purposes: 

A. Provide a visible deterrent to potential North Viet­
nam and/ or Chinese Communist action. 

~ 100Annex 2, the text of which ia in PP. DOD ed., book 11, pp. 93-100. For the final May 6 task 
orce report and all of the annexes see pp. 70-180. 

100A copy of thia JCS paper ia in the Johnaon Ubrary, Vice Presidential Security File. 
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B. Release Vietnamese forces from advanced and 
defense positions to permit their fuller commitment 
counterinsurgency actions. 

C. Assist in training the Vietnamese forces to the 
mum extent consistent with their mission. 

D. Provide a nucleus for the support of any 
major US or SEATO military operation in Southeast 

E. Indicate the firmness of our interest to all Asia 
tiona. 

On May 10, Rostow sent Kennedy a memorandum coimrten.tlllllf 
on the task force report-that was to be discussed the next day, 
it is of interest to note his position on a possible coup 
Diem: 107 

Although we have no alternative except to support 
now, he may be overthrown, as the accompanying cables 
gest. If so, we should be prepared to move fast with the vu1.uu[" 
er army types who may then emerge. Such a crisis is not to 
sought, among other reasons because its outcome could not 
predicted; but should it happen, we may be able to get 
nearly the kind of military organization and perhaps, 
domestic political program we want in Viet-Nam but 
been unable to get from Diem. 

On May 11, Kennedy approved additional steps recommended 
the task force, including the proposals for covert action, and 
ployment of a 400-man Special Forces team, which was the 
open violation by the U.S. of the Geneva Accords. (Both sides 
been violating the Accords for many years.) The military were 
to assess the value of increasing the Vietnamese Armed 
from 170,000 to 200,000. With respect to the possible use of 
forces, he ordered a complete study of this question, including 
"diplomatic setting" for such a move. He also authorized="'"'""""''"­
dor Nolting to begin to negotiate a bilateral U.S.-Vietnam aeterul8.: 
pact, but to make no commitment until receiving further Annrtlvj!IL 

from the White House. 
Kennedy's decision, which became known as the 't'r,esi.aent:~ 

Program for Vietnam," was promulgated by NSAM 52, 
1961, the opening statement of which reaffirmed the tortg-~!taJndJillg, 
U.S. commitment to the defense of Vietnam:tos 

The U.S. objectives and concept of operations stated in 
report are approved: to prevent Communist domination of 
~outh Vietnam; to create in that country a viable and increas­
mgly democratic society, and to initiate, on an accelerated 
basis, a series of mutually supporting actions of a military, po-

107Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
108The text of NSAM 52 is in PP, Graveled., vol. II, pp. 642-643. After the NSAM was issuecl. ' 

the_re were progress reports about every two weeks on the status of the 33 actions (later 44) 
wh1ch were proposed. The first of these reports was issued on May 23, 1961, and the last on July 
1, 1962. (After the Nov. 15, 1961, decision to increase U.S. aid to Vietnam-see below-the re­
ports were broadened to cover also the new "limited partnership" program.) Copies of some ot 
these reports are now available at the Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, and otheiW ' 
are at the Johnson Library, Vice Presidential Security File. Generally the reports are very uniD- , 
formative except for details on the implementation of specific forms of assistance. 

On Mar. 20, 1972, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee issued a brief staff study on thW 
subject, Vietnam Commitments, 1961, based on the Pentagon Papers. 
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litical, economic psychological and covert character designed to 
achieve this objective. 

This is William P. Bundy's comment on the significance of Ken­
ed 's decision: 109 

n y The decision to compromise in Laos made it essential to 
convey by word and deed that the US would stand firm in 
South Vietnam and in the rest of Southeast Asia. And the situ­
ation was deemed too critical to permit a more leisurely ap­
proach, or an effort to enlist systematic allied support in the 
SEA TO framework. . . . What was going on in Vietnam 
seemed the clearest possible case of what Khrushchev in Janu­
ary had called a "war of national liberation." The Administra­
tion was impregnated with the belief that Communism world­
wide . . . was on the offensive, that this offensive had been al­
lowed to gain dangerous momentum in the last two years of 
the Eisenhower Administration, and that it must now be met 
solidly .... Although some have suggested that Kennedy was 
reluctant in this early decision this was certainly not the mood 
of his advisors nor the mood that he conveyed to them. Rather, 
the tone was: "Sure, Diem is difficult, but this one has got to 
be tackled." 

Johnson s Trip and the Increased U.S. Commitment 
In order to affirm and promote the U.S. commitment, as well as 

to extract more of a commitment from Vietnam, Kennedy decided, 
as was indicated earlier, that Vice President Johnson should confer 
.with Diem. There were several reasons for sending Johnson, in ad­
dition to emphasizing the importance of the mission. He was an ex­
perienced politician who was known for his ability to persuade, and 
thus might be able to influence Diem. He also had considerable 
power and influence in Congress, and the President anticipated 
that Johnson would, as he did, become more committed himself, 
and work to get congressional support for increased aid to Viet­
nam. 

Another important reason for sending Johnson to Vietnam was 
that it could be (and was) made to appear that Johnson's conclu­
sions and recommendations were his own, and represented his 
point of view rather than Kennedy's. Thus, while controlling every 
unportant aspect of the trip, the White House could give the im­
pression that the President was not directly involved in the taking 
of another important step toward a major expansion of U.S. assist­
ance to Vietnam. At the same time, the fact that these recommen­
da~ions were coming from Johnson would not only help Kennedy 
g~un approval for the program in Congress, but would help insulate 

to
hun from criticisms by some of the conservatives, who, by the same 

ken, would hesitate to criticize Johnson. 

tan
Johnson's mission to Vietnam, May 9-15, 1961, was a very impor­
t step in the evolution of U.S. policy toward Vietnam. It has 

often been ridiculed and belittled by those who have reacted nega-

VV~o~For this and subsequent observations which will be cited as Bundy MS., CRS is indebted to 
d llham P. Bundy for permission to quote from his unpublished manuscript, written in 1970-72 

196
ealing with key decisions concerning Southeast Asia in the period from early 1961 to early 

6. The quotation here is from ch. 3, pp. 36, 41-42. 
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tively to Johnson's reference to Diem as the "Winston Churchill of 
Southeast Asia," unaware, perhaps, of the fact that Johnson had 
been directed to laud Diem and his accomplishments. 110 

When he arrived in Vietnam, Johnson gave Diem a letter from 
Kennedy in which the President told Diem of the additional assist­
ance he had approved, and said that ". . . we are ready to join with 
you in an intensified endeavor to win the struggle against Commu­
nism and to further the social and economic advancement of Viet­
Nam." 111 It was to be, Kennedy said, a "joint campaign." 

Acting on explicit instructions from the White House, Johnson 
raised with Diem the key questions being considered in Washing­
ton, namely, whether there should be a U.S.-Vietnam mutual de­
fense pact, and whether U.S. combat troops should be sent to Viet­
nam to establish a visible American military presence. Diem was 
not in favor of either proposal, but he said he would welcome U.S. 
troops for training. (Based on this, General McGarr requested that 
16,000 U.S. troops be sent to Vietnam, ostensibly for training pur­
poses, or 10,000 if Diem rejected the larger number.)11 2 

Johnson also discussed with Diem the reforms that the U.S. 
wanted him to make, and although Diem again appeared to be 
agreeable, it is questionable whether Johnson accomplished 
more than others had or would. 

On May 13, Johnson and Diem issued a joint communique, draft­
ed by State Department officials in Saigon and Washington, 
had been completely cleared in Washington, summarizing 
talks. 113 It was evident from this document that the Kennedy 
ministration was expanding the U.S. commitment to Vietnam 
an effort to prevent the country from being overrun by the 
munists. Eight points of agreement on new programs 
nounced, including the various measures approved earlier 
nedy through which the joint effort would be .intensified. 
measures, the communique said, ". . . represent an 
acceleration of United States assistance to the Republic of 
Nam. These may be followed by more far-reaching measures if 
situation, in the opinion of both governments, warrants." 

1101t had been agreed in the administration that one of the principal purpoees of the 
mission was to create in Diem a higher sense of his own importance in the eyes of 
States and the world, and Johnson's statements, written for him by State Department ""n'"""''"' 
atives on the trip, deliberatelr sought to convey this impression. This same point 
the instructions Johnson rece1ved from the State Department prior to the trip, which 
veyed in a letter from Under Secretary Bowles, Kennedy Library, NSF Tripe and Conferenl)lllj 
File, May 8, I96I. 

According to one member of the Johnson grou'l!• Francis Valeo, (Mansfield's 888istant, 
had been asked by Johnson to go with him as a 'foil" against the advice he would be 
from the State Department), Johnson's comparison of Diem to Churchill may have been 
ed by one of the State Department representatives on the mission. 

Valeo also concluded that as a result of this trip Johnson becanle committed to Vietnam, 
that this affected his handling of the matter after he becanle President. CRS Interview 
Francis Valeo, Oct. 29, I978. 

After the trip, Valeo himself concluded that the mission had been useful. In a cable to 
field on May 2I as the group was returning to Washington he said, "Over-all effect of 
highly useful in Southeast Asian area. Opens up possibility of great improvement in 
formance here if it is followed by acljustments in ,P?.licy at home and follow-through 
and unmuddled administration in Southeast Asia.' Kennedy Library, NSF Tripe File. 

111 PP, DOD ed., book 11, p. I32. For Diem's reply, aee pp. I 50-I 56. For whatever reason, 
nedt.• letter to Diem was not included in the Public Papers of the Presidents. 

' •PP, Graveled., vol. U, p. 11. 
1 '"The ten is in the Depart,.,nt of State Bulktin, June I9, I961. 
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The communique stated that the U~ited States recognize~ "its 
sponsibility and duty, in its own self-mterest as well as the mter­

~:t of other fre~ peoples, to assist a bra~e country in the. defense ~f 
·ts liberties agamst unprovoked subversion and Commumst terror, 
1 nd also recognized that Diem "is in the vanguard of those leaders 
~ho stand for freedom on the periphery of the Communist empire 
in Asia." · 

Ambassador Nolting cabled Washington on May 15 that Johnson 
had "avoided any commitments beyond those in President Kenne­
dy's letter to Die~ .... " He said ~ohnson had "re.peatedly stresse~ 
necessity of haVIng adequate eVIdence to .convmce ~ngress It 
should vote additional aid funds especially m economic field. We 
believe general expectation left with Diem is that additional aid 
will be forthcoming." 114 

• • 
This expanded commitment by the President of the Umted 

States, with the acquiescence of Congre!IS, raised the. level and e~­
larged the scope of existing U.S. commitments to VIetnam. Previ­
ously the U.S. had taken the position that i~ was as~isting Viet~am 
in its efforts to defend itself. Although m practice the Umted 
States was deeply involved in activities in Vietnam, it had never 
taken the position that this was a joint effort by the two c~un­
tries-a concept with many implications for the role of ~he U:mted 
States and the role of Vietnam, as well as for the relationship be­
tween the U.S. and Vietnam. 

This shift from providing assistance to assui_D~ng responsib~lity 
for part of a joint effort was based on a recognition of two sah~nt 
facts. First, the previous co~mitment yvas ~ot !ldeq~ate and exist­
ing programs were not workmg. The situation m VIetnam was de­
teriorating, and a stronger commitmen~ as well as ne'! programs 
were required in order to prevent this from happemng and t? 
achieve U.S. objectives. Second, by 1961 the fai~ure of the 9?uth YI­
etnamese to act effectively to prevent substantial ~m.mun~t gams 
in the country had convinced the new Kennedy admmlStration that 
the U.S. had to intervene more fully, and play a stronger, more 
direct role in Vietnam in order to prevent the Communists from 
winning. 

It is important in this connection to understand that the Ken;ne­
dy administration did not consider negotiating a settlement of VIet­
nam, even though there was a move among several State Depart­
ment officials to do so in conjunction with the Geneva Conference 
on Laos. In a subsequent interview, Kennedy's assistant Theodore 
Sorensen explained the administration's conception of the dift:er­
ences between Laos and Vietnam, and the reasons for not seekmg 
a negotiated settlement for Vietnam: 115 

In Laos it was clear that a negotiated settlement was the 
best we could reach. It was not accessible to American forces. 
It was up against the border of the Red Chinese. A policy of 
trying to establish an American protege there was contrary to 
the wishes of our allies. And therefore, inasmuch as a negotiat­
ed settlement was possible, since negotiations with the Soviet 
Union were possible, that was the most desirable alternative. 

'"Kennedy Library, NSF Tripe File. 
''"Kennedy Library, Oral History Interview with Theodore Sorensen, Mar. 26, I964, p. 96. 
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In Vietnam, on the other hand, exactly the opposite 
true. It was militarily more accessible, and there was no 
ous route to negotiations inasmuch as we were not and could 
not be in a position of dealing directly with the Red Chinese 
and the North Vietnamese. And therefore, the President felt 
tha~ we w~~ld have ~ maintain our military presence there 
until conditions permitted a settlement which would not be a 
disaster for the United States. 

Carl Kaysen, who was interviewing Sorensen on this occasion 
and who himself had been on Kennedy's NSC staff noted that th~ 
U.S. had negotiated with the Chinese over Korea, ~nd then asked 
Soren~e~, "Were the I;>OSSibilities or prospects for a settlement by 
negotiation ever considered, to your knowledge examined-any 
sounding made?" ' 

Sorensen. No, not to my knowledge. 
Kaysen. So the President assumed from the first that we had 

to deal with this rroblem by military means? 
Sorensen. That s right. 

~rensen added that Kennedy did not consider it to be just a 
mihtary problem. "He felt that getting the enthusiastic support of 
the country, its population, and its army was at least one-half of 
the problem and, therefore, would require economic and political 
and social reforms as well as military action on our part." 

Kaysen. Yes, but from the first, there was this judgment 
that we have to support military action with whatever also 
was required to do that. And throughout the whole of the 
President's Administration, we found ourselves increasing our 
?Ommitme~t to Yietnam, al~hough at no time did the prospects 
Improve. Did this reflect a JUdgment that a favorable decision 
in Vietnam was really vital to U.S. interests? 

Sorensen. It reflected rather the converse of that-that an 
unfavorable decision, or a retreat, an abandonment of Viet­
nam, an abandonment of our commitment would have had a 
very seriously adverse effect on the position of the United 
States in all of Southeast Asia. Therefore, we had to do what­
ever was necessary to prevent it, which meant increasing our 
military commitment. 

Sorensen added: ". . . I think the President did feel strongly 
that for better or worse, enthusiastic or unenthusiastic we had to 
stay there until we left on terms other than a retreat or abandon­
ment of our commitment." 

Johnson Reports, and Fulbright Becomes Concerned 
On May 24, 1961, Johnson returned to Washington and gave 

Kennedy an ora~ a~d a written report on his trip.116 For the oral 
report Kennedy InVIted selected congressional leaders to the White 
House to hear Johnson in a closed 1 hour session attended also by 
Rusk.~ 17 In ~?-is writ~n report, which State Department officers on 
the trip and m W ashmgton had also prepared, and which had been 
cleared and approved by the White House itself, Johnson began by 

:::The tel<t ~f the ~ritten report is in PP, DOD ed., book 11, pp. I59-I66. 
. Kennedy a a\'pomtments calendar, does not list the partic1pants in that meeting, nor did 

pubhshed reports m the pre~~~~. 
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ernphasizing that the mission had helped to offset the adverse af­
fects in Asia (he visited India, Pakistan, Taiwan and the Philip­
pines as well as Thailand and Vietnam) created by the Lao situa­
tion. Laos, he said, " ... has created doubt and concern about the 
intentions of the United States throughout Southeast Asia. No 
amount of success at Geneva can, of itself, erase this. The inde­
~ndent Asians do not wish to have their own status resolved in 
like manner in Geneva." He said, however, that the mission had 
" ... arrested the decline of confidence in the United States. It did 
not-in my judgment-restore any confidence already lost. The 
leaders were as explicit, as courteous and courtly as men could be 
in rnaking it clear that deeds must follow words-soon. 

"We didn't buy time-we were given it. 
"If these men I saw at your request were bankers, I would 

know-without bothering to ask-that there would be no further 
extensions on my note." 

The principal conclusion of the report was as follows: 
The basic decision in Southeast Asia is here. We must decide 

whether to help these countries to the best of our ability or 
throw in the towel in the area and pull back our defenses to 
San Francisco and a "Fortress America" concept. More impor­
tant, we would say to the world in this case that we don't live 
up to treaties and don't stand by our friends. This is not my 
concept. I recommend that we move forward promptly with a 
major effort to help these countries defend themselves. 

Johnson said that combat troops were neither required nor desir­
able: 

Asian leaders-at this time-do not want American troops 
involved in Southeast Asia other than on training missions. 
American combat troop involvement is not only not required, 
it is not desirable. Possibly Americans fail to appreciate fully 
the subtlety that recently-colonial peoples would not look with 
favor upon governments which invited or accepted the return 
this soon of Western troops. 

He added this interesting and important point: 
To the extent that fear of ground troop involvement domi­

nates our political responses to Asia in Congress or elsewhere, 
it seems most desirable to me to allay those faralyzing fears in 
confidence, on the strength of the individua statements made 
by leaders consulted on this trip. This does not minimize or dis­
regard the possibility that open attack would bring calls for 
U.S. combat troops. But the present probability of open attack 
seems scant, and we might gain much needed flexibility in our 
policies if the spectre of combat troop commitment could be 
lessened domestically. 

. Johnson concluded the report by reiterating the need for decid­
Ing whether to make a "major effort" in Southeast Asia: "The fun­
damental decision required of the United States-and time is of the 
greatest importance-is whether we are to attempt to meet the 
cha.llenges of. Communist expansion now in Southeast Asia by a 
maJor effort m sup,port of the forces of freedom in the area or 
throw in the towel. ' He underlined the implications: "This decision 
must be made in a full realization of the very heavy and continu­
ing costs involved in terms of money, of effort and of United States 
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prestige. It must be made with the knowledge that at some point 
we may be faced with the further decision of whether we commit 
m~or United States forces to the area or cut our losses and with· 
draw should our other efforts fail." And then there was this haun~ 
ing sentence: "We must remain master in this decision." 

The next day, May 25, 1961, Johnson went to Capitol Hill to 
report to the Senate on his trip. The meeting was hosted 
Foreign Relations Committee, and 57 Senators were present. 
to going to Asia, Johnson had talked to Fulbright, Mansfield 
others.)1 18 Johnson repeated for the group the conclusions he 
stated in his report to the President, including the need to 
stand that a decision to make a major effort in Southeast 
could later entail, on the one hand, a decision to withdraw, or, 
the other, to commit major forces. 

Tailoring his language for his political audience, Johnson, 
that he favored such a m~or effort, added, "If a bully can come 
and run you out of the yard today, tomorrow he will come back 
and run you off the porch." 

During the question period Johnson was asked whether Laos 
a "lost cause." "No,'' he said, "I did not get that feeling out 
but I have been very depressed about Laos. I don't see what we 
do there. I don't think anything is going to come out of the confer· 
ence. 

"I think that the Russians are going to bust it up, and I 
that the Communists will practically have it." He added 
was glad he did not have to discuss this subject with Asian 1eauen~o: 
"because there was not any hope I could give them or any 
I could make." 

Congressional reaction to Johnson's trip was generally favors:~hlA. 
Senator Thomas J. Dodd (D/Conn.), the newest member of the 
eign Relations Committee, and a committed anti-Communist 
was also a strong supporter of Johnson, praised the Vice Presiuem, 
but argued that the U.S. should increase its role in Asia. Based 
a trip he had just completed, he said, ". . . the drama which 
toll the death knell for the United States and for Western 
tion is now being played out in southeast Asia." Laos is the 
of that crisis, he said, but throughout the area there is a "crisis 
confidence" in U.S. leadership. He proposed a plan of action 
which the U.S. would insist at Geneva that Laos be "truly 
without Communists in a coalition government, and that 
could not be achieved the U.S. should then "make an · 
commitment of our prestige and our resources to achieve 
pendent Laos by force of arms." Moreover, the U.S. should 
its aid to freedom-loving countries, and carry the battle to 
enemy. Guerrillas should be sent into North Vietnam " .. 
equip and supply those patriots already in the field; to make 
Communist official fear the just retribution of an outraged human· 
ity; to make every Communist arsenal, government building, 
munications center, and transportation facility a target for sabo­
tage; to provide a rallying point for the great masses of oppressed 

118Lyndon B. Johnson, The Vantage Point (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), P· 
53. For Johnson's meeting with the Senators, see SFRC His Ser., voL XIII, pt. 1, pp. 629-661. 
Quotations here are from p. 640. 
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people who hate Communism because they have known it." Also, if 
sending SEATO forces to ~os resulted in a~ increased Co~munist 
offensive, the U.S. should carry the offens1ve to North V1etnam, 
and wherever else it may be necessary."uo 

There was another reaction of interest, given his later opposition, 
beginning in 1967, to the war. This was the position taken by Re­
presentive Paul Findley (R/Ill.), then in his first year in Congress, 
who criticized Johnson's announcement that he would not recom­
mend the deployment of U.S. combat forces to Vietnam. Findley 
said, "U.S. combat forces are the most effective deterrent to aggres­
sion, and we should publicly offer such forces to South Vietnam 
without delay." "If we commit our forces in advance of Communist 
action,'' he argued, "the attack will probably never come. If we get 
into the fight in midstream, we may trigger a big war." He said 
that no country in which U.S. forces had been stationed had ever 
been attacked, and that for the Vice President to state that we 
would not send forces to Vietnam was "an invitation to trouble." 
Another Laos "was in the making,'' he added. "Supplies and train­
ing are not enough. Sooner or later, we will be forced to send 
combat forces to a war already in progress, or once more be identi­
fied with failure." 120 

This same argument was made within the executive branch only 
a few months later by a number of civilian and military advisers, 
including the Vietnam Task Force itself. 

Fulbright also reacted. Although he had indicated in early May 
that he would support using U.S. combat troops in Vietnam or 
Thailand if necessary, by the beginning of June, partly as a result 
of his reaction to Johnson's trip and to what he correctly perceived 
to be the beginning of a m~or expansion of U.S. military aid to 
Vietnam and of the U.S. role in Southeast Asia, he began to have 
second thoughts. This led him to send a private memorandum to 
Kennedy as the President was preparing for his "summit meeting" 
with Khrushchev, in which he urged Kennedy to "reconsider the 
nature of American policies in Southeast Asia, specifically U.S. 
programs in Korea, Taiwan, South Vietnam, Laos and Thai­
land."t21 

On June 29, Fulbright continued this line of argument in an im­
portant foreign policy speech in the Senate in which he said that it 
was "dangerous doctrine" to argue that because the U.S. was 
strong it would commit its strength to the "active defense of its 
policies anywhere outside the Communist empire . . . nothing 
would please Communist leaders more than to draw the United 
States into costly commitments of its resources to peripheral strug­
g~es in ~hich the principal Communist powers are not themselves 
~1rectly mvolved." The attempt by the U.S. to make Laos into an 
'armed anti-Communist bastion,'' he said," ... was a mistake, be­
cause it [U.S. policy] was not related to the needs of the country or 
toh the nature of its people and their interests." South Vietnam, 

owever, deserved U.S. support. Its people were anti-Communist, 

110CR, vol. 107, pp. 9176. 
II 0 Jbid., p. 8687. 
111Haynee Johnaon and Bernard M. Gwertzman, Fulbright, TM Dissenter (Garden City, N.Y.: 

Doubleday, 1968il) p. 178. The Kennedy Library ltaft" reporta that they have not located this doc­
ument In their fi ee. 
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and its regime, although "perhaps unnecessarily severe," had 
strong. But he warned that U.S. programs in Vietnam had 
"too heavily weighted on the military side," and more att;en.ti<Jtll 
was needed in the "struggle for dignity and economic 
ence." Referring to the success of Magsaysay in the 
said that the proper role for the U.S. in countries such as 
was to enable "well-intentioned governments" to bring about 
and economic reforms that, with the· necessary security, 
cause the populace to reject Communist domination. 122 

Fulbright's words fell on deaf ears. No effort had been or 
thereafter made by the administration to review or reevaluate 
policy in Southeast Asia, except for the decision to seek a nel~otiat;. 
ed settlement of Laos. 

The Staley Mission 
After meeting early in June 1961 with Khrushchev, who """''u":>\j 

agreeable with respect to the neutralization of Laos but was 
lent on almost every other subject, Kennedy and his 
became even more intent on getting an agreement on Laos, 
one hand, and stepping up U.S. assistance to Vietnam on the 
In an interview some years later, Dean Rusk commented: 123 

When Kennedy met with Khrushchev in Vienna in 
1961, they seemed to reach some kind of understanding 
Laos. That was the only positive thing to come out 
meeting. At the same time, Khrushchev tried to · 
and bully this young President of the United 
ultimatum. He told Kennedy, "We Russians are 
ahead now and make this peace treaty with East 
the West tries to interfere, there will be war." Kennedy 
"Mr. Chairman, there will be war. It is going to be a very 
winter." It was a tough situation. Kennedy was very 
aware of this as he looked at the problem of Vietnam. I 
he felt up to the point of his death that he was being 
Khrushchev. Of course, that feeling was underscored by 
Cuban missile crisis. 

Just after his meeting with Khrushchev, Kennedy told J 
Reston of the New York Times, "Now we have a problem 
making our power credible, and Vietnam looks like the place." 1 

111CR, vol. 107, pp. 11702-11705. At several points in the 1961 public hearings on the 
aid bill, as well as m executive BeiiBion hearings on June 13 and 14, Fulbright askedi ~~~~~= 
tion witneuee whether the executive branch had reviewed the P!'OfP'am in order to "1 
I~ decide" which aid commitments were in the U.S. national mterest, and 
' within our capacit;v to continue to try to support every area in the world 
within the CommuniSt orbit." (The witneuee said that no such review 
referring specifically to South Vietnam, but including also Laos, Carnbodia, 
and South Korea, "I am really questioning the validity of the concept 
fulfill, if it is not a false one, basically false, that it is impossible, and I am 
moment to think that it probably is, due to reasons beyond our control; these are 
cannot change." For these and other comments by Fulbright in the public 
Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, International Development 
Hearings on S. 1983, pte. 1 and 2, 87th Cong., 1st BeiiB. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. 
1961), pp, 86-87, 586-587, 606-608, 644-645, 866-869. 

118CRS Interview with Dean Rusk, Nov. 17, 1978. 
, .. David Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest (New York: Random House, 1972), p. 76. Of 

interest also are Reston's comments in his column in the New York Times for June 10, 1979 (for 
his original report on this subject see the Times for Jan. 18, 1966): 
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t 'f Vietnam rather than Laos was "the place," then it was all 
: :Oore important that a negotiated settlement be reached on 
~ Accordingly, after returning from Europe, Kennedy called 

~r;iman to stress the need for an agreement. According to Harri­
an the President said, "You understand Averell," or Governor, :e always used to call me, "that I want a settlement. I don't want 

d troops." 126 

to ~re was still something of a disjunction, however, between the 
White House and the working level in the departments. Despite 
Kennedy's emphasis on Laos negotiations, the Vietnam Task Force 
continued to take the position, which the Laos Task Fore~. had 
taken earlier in the year, that the U.S. should undertake m~htary 
action in Laos. Such action was recommended to the task force at a 
meeting on June 19, 1961, by the. Dir~tor, Sterling Cottr~ll, in a 
draft report which argued that thlB action was necessary m order 
to defend South Vietnam. On June 20, Robert H. Johnson, a 
member of the NSC staff, sent Rostow a memorandum on this new 
report, saying that he had "expressed some surprise" in the. I!leet­
ing at Cottrell's statement ·~that, UJ?-less "!e undertake mll~tary 
action in Laos, it would be VIrtually 1mpossible to deal effectively 
with the situation in Viet-Nam." 126 

Johnson's comment itself is somewhat surprising, in view of the 
fact that there had long been very strong support in Sta~ ~d De­
fense for the proposition that the defense of Southeast Asia, mclud­
ing Vietnam, necessarily was based on a defense line along the 
Mekong River-SEA TO Plan 5. Even after the agreement on Laos 
in 1962 many planners continued to argue that such a line of de­
fense ~as the key to protecting all of Southeast Asia, and that 
unless the infiltration of men and supplies into Vietnam through 
Laos could be controlled, the insurgency in Vietnam could last in­
defmitely. (This argument-that _u.s. (SEATO) forces shc;>uld be 
sent to Laos in order to protect V1etnam-was made, especially by 
the JCS, during the weeks of planning for action in Southeast Asia 
preceding the Taylor m~ssion in_ October 1961.)_ . . . 

The President and hlB associates lost no time m Implementmg 
the Johnson-Diem communique. On June 14, 1961, Kennedy met 
with Diem's key Cabinet officer, Nguyen Dinh Thuan, to discuss 

"I had an hour alone with President Kennedy immediately after his I~t meeting with K!tru­
lbchev in Vienna at that time. Khrushchev had assumed, Kennedy 88ld, that any Amencan 
President who invaded Cuba without adequate preparation was inexperienced, and. any Presi­
dent who then didn't use force to see the invasions through was weak. Kennedy adm1tted Khru­
lbchev's logic on both points. 

"But now, Kennedy added, we have a problem. We have~ demonstrate to the Russians t~t 
we have the will and the power to defend our national mterests. Shortly thereafter, ~e m­
creaaed the defense budget, sent another division to Europe and increased our small contingent 
of observers and advisors in Vietnam to over 16,000. 

"I have always believed, on the basis of that private conversation, that this particular summit 
was an event of historic significance, leading to Khrushchev's d~ision ~ send nuclea~ weapo~ 
to. Cuba and to Kennedy's decision to confront Khrushchev by mcreas1ng our commitment m 
V1etnam. 

"Kennedy dealt with Khrushchev's misjudgment by forcing him to turn back his nuclea.r 
Weapons for Cuba or risk the possibility of war. Khrushchev turned them back, but the Amen­
can commitment to Vietnam went on. The Kennedy people have always denied that there was 
anCoy connection between Khrushchev's threats in Vienna and Kennedy's decision to confront the 

mmunist threat to South Vietnam. But I know what I heard from Kennedy in Vienna 17 
:Years .!lifO, and have reflected on the accidents of summit meetings ever since." 

111CRS Interview with Averell Harriman, Sept. 26, 1978. 
11°Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
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Diem's suggestions for implementing that agreement. These 
contained in a letter of June 9 from Diem to Kennedy 
~uan pre~ented, i~ which Diem recommended, among 
thmgs, an mcrease m the Vietnamese Armed Forces from 
170,000 men just approved in May to 270,000 men, with the 
crease occur~i~g over 3% years. 1 ~ 7 (It is interesting to note, by 
yvay, that~~~ mcrease w:o':lld be m regular army units, rather 
m local mihba or the Civil Guard. By this time, however, a 
~rcentag~ of the re~lar army was engaged in fighting the 
rlllas.) ThiS plan, which had been worked out in conjunction 
General McGarr, would necessitate, Diem said, a "considerable 
pans~on" .of the U.S. military assistance group, but, "Such an 
pans10n, m the form of selected elements of the American 
Forces to establish training centers for the Vietnamese 
Forces, would serve the dual purpose of providing an expression 
the United States' determination to halt the tide of communist 
gression and of preparing our forces in the minimum of time." 
other .words, Diem appare?tlY had been persuaded to agree to 
A~e~Ican formula of haVIng U.S. forces deployed in Vietnam 
tr!lm~,ng purp?ses as well as serving as an armed presence, or 
wire, that might deter the Communists. 

In this meeting, Kennedy asked, among other things, about 
problems of infiltrating guerrillas into North Vietnam. 
to the. memor9:ndum of the conversation, "Mr. Thuan replied that 
few highly trruned troops were available but that if Viet-Nam 
to risk these men in an attempt to stir up unrest in North ' 
N~, the United States should be prepared to make a major 
to giVe them the full sur,port needed to carry out such an action 
a successful conclusion.' us 

TI:te President seemed to agree completely with Diem's pro1POI!!all 
He ms~ructed the State Department to expedite. uu.aul.'uJ.~ 
20,000 mcrease already approved for the Vietnamese 
told McNamara to give a copy of Diem's letter to the 
Armed Services Committee, where the Secretary was 
that day, ". . . in order that the Senators could better 
and appreciate the magnitude of the task involved in ucJ.~u.1~o~. 
Nam to maintain its independence." He also asked which lVIE~mJ:>er 
of ~ngress Thuan would be seeing, and suggested he see some 
pubhcan Sena.tors, especially Everett McKinley Dirksen (Ill.) 
Bourke B. H1Ckenlooper (Iowa). The State Department said 
would arrange these meetings. It had already arranged for 
to see Fulbright, Mansfield, and Frank J. Lausche (D/Ohio), 

::~For the tex~ of the letter see PP, DOD ed., book 11, pp. 16S.173. 
l9Gl. Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Memorandum of Conversation, June 

Consis~nt with President Kennedy's interest in increasing covert activity esPE!Cially 
North V1etnam, the CIA authorized William E. Colby then the Station Chief'in 
erate operations against the North. ". . . we pressed ;mead," Colby said. 
the ~usk headed n.orth "?th Vietnamese trained and equipped to land in 
cautious contact WLth their former home villages and begin building networks there. 
up .the coast to land others on the beaches, and we started leaflet drops and radio 
des~gned to raise questions in North Vietnamese homes about their eons being sent 
Vietn~ to f~ght and about the vices of Communist rule." William Colby, Honorable Men 
York: Simon and Schuster, I978), p. I73. 
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chairman of the Far East Subcommittee of the Foreign Relations 
eommittee. 129 

On the sensitive subject of U.S. forces, Kennedy carefully avoid­
ing making a commitment, even though he agreed that the MAAG 
should be increased in order to speed up the training of Vietnam­
ese forces, adding that ". . . this increase should be done quietly 
without publicly indicating that we did not intend to abide by the 
Geneva Accords." 

In mid-June 1961, in accordance with the Johnson-Diem agree­
ment, the U.S. sent a team of specialists to Vietnam to work with a 
Vietnamese team on a financial plan. The U.S. group (U.S. Special 
Financial Group) was headed by a private economist, Dr. Eugene 
Staley, president of SRI (Stanford Research Institute), but most of 
its members were from the government. 

After spending a month in Vietnam the group made its 
report. 130 Although it was responsible for developing a financial 
plan, it had necessarily become involved in discussions of military 
force levels on which such a plan would rest. Two projections were 
made. Alternative A called for a level of 200,000, an increase of 
30,000 over the level already approved. Alternative B called for in­
creasing forces to the level of 278,000, which was 8,000 more than 
had been recommended by Diem. The first alternative assumed a 
continuation of the existing level of the insurgency, whereas the 
second assumed a significant increase in Communist activity in 
Vietnam, and a deterioration in Laos ending in de facto control by 
the Communists. The report then analyzed the costs involved in 
each alternative, and how these funds could be provided jointly. 
Other. economic and political programs were discussed, including 
the VIetnamese plan to build 100 agrovilles ("strategic hamlets" or 
fortified villages) during the next 18 months. Calling these "one of 
the more promising counter-guerrilla methods tried up to this 
time," the report recommended that agrovilles be given top priori­
ty. 

The report stated that although the military situation was the 
most critical, an "emergency" plan of economic and social action 
was also needed, especially in the rural areas. The long-run success 
of military operations, it said, would hinge on the success of eco­
nomic and social action. 

The concept. of this "Joint Action Program," the report stated, 
was, by applymg adequate resources in a prompt and effective 
manner, to achieve an early victory or "breakthrough." "Our joint 
efforts must surpass the critical threshold of the enemy's resist­
ance, thereby putting an end to his destructive attacks and at the 
same time we must make a decisive impact on the econ~mic social 
and ideological front." ' ' 

On August 4, 1961, President Kennedy approved the Staley 
group's recommendations, including alternative A (a 200 000 man 
army). 131 (Because the level of 200,000 could not be achieved for 

~~~~Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, cables to Saigon from Washington, June 15, 

::':'fhe tel!t is in. PP, DOD ed., book 11, pp. 182-226. 
The Jomt Chiefs had recommended alternative A. See ibid., p. 239. 
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over a year, he thereby left himself the option of moving later to a 
higher number.) He also agreed that the U.S. would pay most of 
the increased costs involved in these new actions, but he urged that 
Vietnam increase its own financial efforts, including tax reform 
and an increase in the exchange rate for U.S. commodities under 
the commodity import program, and that Diem provide more of an 
opportunity for non-Communist opposition political groups to par­
ticipate in public life.I3 2 

On its face, the Staley report appeared innocuous enough. Con­
sistent with the announced mission of the group to develop a finan­
cial plan, the report discussed at length the financial and economic 
aspects of the situation in Vietnam at that time. What was not ap­
parent was the extent to which the Staley plan was a military-se­
curity plan. Furthermore, approval of the plan, which seems to 
have been almost automatic, set in motion another series of incre­
mental actions by which the United States strengthened its mili­
tary-security commitment to Vietnam. 

In its actions during the summer of 1961 on the authorization 
and appropriation bills for the foreign aid program, Congress ap­
proved the administration's increased assistance to Vietnam result­
ing from the Johnson and Staley missions. Although there were 
more policy questions than in previous years, especially on the part 
of Fulbright, as was indicated earlier, support for U.S. assistance to 
Vietnam continued to be strong, and the requested funds were gen­
erally approved without significant change. Once again, however, it 
is appropriate to note that although some of its leaders may have 
been informed about the decisions on Vietnam being made in the 
executive branch, Congress was largely acting on this legislation 
without knowledge of those decisions and of the growing U.S. com­
mitment in Vietnam. Although Kennedy consulted leaders of Con­
gress about sending U.S. forces to Laos, and included them in the 
meeting with Johnson upon his return from Vietnam, there is no 
record of similar consultations with Congress about the decisions 
made during the early months of 1961, as well as during the 
summer and fall, to increase the commitment and role of the U.S. 
in Vietnam. In part this lack or absence of consultation resulted 
from the customary reluctance of executive branch personnel to di­
vulge information to Congress. It also reflected the reluctance of 
Congress to press the administration for information on sensitive 
foreign policy subjects, or to attempt to ferret out information in 
investigations or trips to the field. The President also was still en­
joying to some extent his "honeymoon" with Congress, and, being a 

132The decision on the Staley plan was promulgated as NSAM 65, Aug. 11, 1961, and appeara 
in ibid., pp. 241-244. At the same time Kennedy appears to have a_l)proved a letter to Diem, as 
suggested by the State Department, confirming and explaining the U.S. decision. No copy of this 
has been found. The memoranda to the President from the State Department, si!pted by George 
Ball (n.d.), and from Rostow (Aug. 4, 1961) in which the prowsed plan was explamed and Presi­
dential action requested, are in the Kennedy Library, POF Staff Memos File. Rostow noted in 
his memo that the draft of the letter to Diem was a compromise between the two basic viewa 
within the U.S. Government on the best methods for gettmg the Vietnamese to act. State and 
Defense, he said, believed that this could best be achieved "not by specific conditions on our aid, 
but by creating a general atmosphere of ceooperation and confidence," whereas "staff levels" in 
the Bureau of the Bu~et and the foreit!n aid P.rogram "believe that such action is much more 
likely to be forthcommg if our aid ts specifically conditioned upon Vietnamese perform­
ance . ... " 
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rat he tended to have the presumption of support from a 
pemoc • 
Democratic Congress. h d · · 

There was also a tendency to exclude Congress fro~ t e eciSIO!l-
ing process when the White House itself was takmg _the lea~ m 

m~ ting alternatives, making plans, and recommendmg action. 
de as during July-October 1961, when Rostow and Maxwell :raylor, 
~h 'on the President's staff, took personal charge of planmng the 

t moves in Vietnam, Congress appears to have been almost to-
nex f h 133 tallY excluded rom t e process. . 

While there may have been some consul_tation or at !east com~~-
ication with a few Members and committees, especially on mi~1-

n matters the general exclusion of key Members and commit­
:; of Cong;ess from Vietnam decisionmaking during the la:"t, h~lf 
of 1961 also had the effect of dulli';lg Con~ress and the p~bhc s m­
terest in the subject. In two executive st;ssw~s of ~he Fore1gn Rela­
tions Committee to discuss the world situation with Rusk, one on 
Se tember 20 and the other on December 20, there was ~ot even 
an~ mention of Southeast Asia or of Vietna~ or Laos, e1t~er by 
Rusk or by members of the commit~ee. 134 With the exception of 
the foreign aid bill, and of one hearmg on Laos <?n Augu_st 16 by 
the Far East Subcommittee (which kept no _transcript or mmutes of 
the meeting), no hearings on S~utheast Asia were held by the For­
eign Relations Committee durmg the balance of the _year ~fte_r 
Johnson's report on his visit in la_te May. _As was preVIously m~I­
cated, this did not imply a lack of mterest m the area by the chair-
man and other key Members. . . 

During the late summer and fal_l of 1961, however, the overndm~ 
foreign policy concern of the Pres1dent and. Congres~ WS;S tht; grow 
ing tension with the Russians over Berhn, culmmatmg m late 
August with the constructio_n of the. Berlin Wall. ~s had ~een the 
case earlier in the year, this more Important for~Ign pohcy prob­
lem tended to eclipse the situation in Southeast Asia. 

Contingency Planning for Action in Southeast Asia . . 
Although Berlin was the primary focus, Southeast Asia contm­

ued to be of great concern. By late June 1961, the small group of 
White House staff members, supported by a few agency personn~l, 
chiefly from the State Department, had be~n to devel~p contm­
gency plans for that area. They were particularly worried. a~out 
the course of U.S. policy in the event that the Lao~ ne~ot1at10ns 
failed to produce a settlement, an~/ or the Commumsts mcreased 
their military activities in South VIetnam. . . . 

The principal persons working on Southeast Asia m the Wh1te 
House at the time were Gen. Maxwell Taylor, who had become ~ 
special assistant to Kennedy in June, and W. W. Rostow. Others di­
rectly involved were NSC staff members Robert Komer .a!ld Robert 
Johnson. From outside the White House the key ~~~ticipant was 
Deputy Under Secretary of State U. Alexis Johnson. 

taaAs Henry Fairlie has observed, ho;w.ever! "There was l;',l~ays sufficient knowledge wit~in 
the public realm on which to form a (IOhttcal Judgment. . . . ~e Knew, What We Were Domg 
When We Went Into Vietnam," Washmgton Monthly, 5 (May 1973), pp. 7-26. 

,,.SFRC His Ser vol XIII pt. 2, pp. 605 ff. and 629 ff. . 
13•John S~ves ~f th~ Fa; East Bureau, who was made the director of the Southeast A~ta 

Task Force in July 1961, as well as Cottrell, the director of the Vietnam Task Force, were active 
in assisting U. Alexis Johnson. 
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On June 20, 1961, Rostow sent President Kennedy a memoran­
dum on "The Present Situation in Southeast Asia," which he also 
sent to U. Alexis Johnson on July 6 with a note saying that he was 
attempting through the memorandum to do two things: 136 

(1) To get the town [Washington] to examine the question of 
whether there might not be a better and more persuasive mili­
tary contingency plan than putting many thousands of troops 
in the Mekong Valley [SEATO Plan 5]. 

(2) To get the town to consider more explictly the military 
and political links between the Laos and the Viet-Nam prob­
lems. 

On July 10, Rostow thanked Johnson for responding and said, 
"The crucial issue that remains, it seems to me, is whether we take 
the initiative fairly soon to raise the question of aggression against 
Viet-Nam in some international forum." 137 " ... the crucial role 
of the Viet-Nam-as a diplomatic issue," he added "-is to provide 
a political base for more persuasive military posture; for I assume 
we agree that without the other side becoming persuaded that we 
mean business in Southeast Asia, there is unlikely to be a Laos set­
tlement acceptable to us." 

Rostow continued: 
It goes without saying, of course, that we should not raise 

the Viet-Nam issue on the international level unless we are 
prepared to see it through, if international action is unneces­
sary. Here, as you know, I favor designing and looking hard at 
an air-sea (iron-bomb)1 38 counter-guerrilla war, with as many 
SEATO friends as will play, along with continued vigorous ef­
forts within Diem's boundaries. But if that more ambitious 
course should be rejected, we would have still strengthened our 
position before the world, should it be necessary for us sharply 
to increase our assistance to Diem inside South Viet-Nam. 
And, at the minimum, this seems likely. 

On July 12, Rostow made these same points in a conversation 
with Rusk. For his part, Rusk emphasized that if the U.S. raised 
the Vietnam issue in the U.N. as a case of ~gression under the 
U.N. Charter, it would have to be "ready to go in following up on · 
that charge. 139 In a memo to Rusk on July 13, Rostow said he 
agreed: 140 "We must know quite precisely what kind of interna­
tional action we want-action which might radically reduce the ex­
ternal component in Diem's guerrilla war." But if the U.S. was not 
able to get effective international action, Rostow said, this would 
"free our hands and our consciences for whatever we have to do." 
He said that he believed-and he thought U. Alexis Johnson 
agreed-that in order to achieve a satisfactory settlement in Laos 
the U.S. had to persuade the Communists that it would "fight." He 
did not think that the existing SEATO Plan 5, which was based 
primarily on defending the area from the Mekong Valley to the 
south, would be an adequate deterrent. He favored the develop-

108Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. The memorandum itself is still classified. 
'"'Same location. Johnson's response is still classified. 
•ui.e., non-nuclear bomb. 
111Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Memorandum from Roatow to Rusk. July 

13, 1961. 
100Jbid. 
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rnent of a plan under which the U.S. would take direct action 
against North Vietnam. 

Rostow told Rusk that if the U.S. was not able to get adequate 
help from the U.N., it would need to be prepared for these three 
levels of action: 

-A sharp increase in the number of Americans in South 
Viet-Nam for training and support purposes; 

-A. count~r-guerrilla operation in the north, possibly using 
Amencan A1r and Naval strength to impose about the same 
level of damage and incovenience that the Viet Cong are im­
posing in the south; 

;-:-If the Viet~in!t cross their border substantially, a limited 
m1htary operabon m the north; e.g., capture and holding of the 
port of Haiphong. 

On July 14, 1961, Rostow sent Kennedy a memorandum in re­
~ponse t<_> a ques~ion the President had apparently asked concern­
mg the 1mphcabons of the Southeast Asia situation for the han­
dling of the Berlin crisis. Rostow, who noted that Taylor had ap­
prov~d the memo, said that rather than focusing just on Berlin, the 
Pres1dent should, for a vanety of reasons (which he stated) deal 
with the broader question of the increasing seriousness ~f the 
world situation, including Southeast Asia, and the need for the 
U.S. to prepare to. me~~ the gro~ing threat to its security. He also 
suggested the des1rab1hty of dom~ so under the President's emer­
gency powers by a "modification ' of the state of emergency ar­
rangements which were still in effect as a result of World War II 
and the Korean w~r. This, he said, could help provide a legal basis 
f<_>r ~uch preparat~ons, . as well as strengthening the administra­
tions case for fore1gn a1d, the space program, and education.141 

. On July 18, Rostow and Taylor met with U. Alexis Johnson to 
d1scuss the "inter-connection between various elements of policy in 
Southeast Asia .... " 142 Among the topics considered were the 
urgent need for creating and funding a program for Northeast 
Thailand; the need for "clearing out the Pathet Lao pocket at Tche­
po~e," on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and "the difficulties of doing it 
w~!le the cease~re still operated i_n Laos"; the need for developing 
a common feehng among the VIetnamese, the Cambodians and 
the Thais . . . in relation to the possibility of mounting a 'local 
effort to protect that area from guerrilla warfare and subversion." 
(The memorand_um of ~onversation on ~he meeting added: "It was 
~greed that, while the JOb might not be Impossible, important polit-
1Cal _and psychological obstacles would have to be overcome. The 
crucial long-term need for such an association of effort was empha­
Sized.") 

A_t this meeting, held three years before the U.S. retaliated 
a~~I~st Nort!t Viet~am after the Gulf of Tonkin incident, "The pos­
Sibi!Ity of usmg evidence of North Viet-Nam aggression as a foun­
d~bon for more aggressive limited military action against North 
V1et-Nam" y:as also discussed_. U. Alexis Johnson agreed, on behalf 
of State, to. collect and examme the persuasiveness of the evidence 
of North VIet-Nam aggression against South Viet-Nam," as well as 

::~Kennedy L!brary, NSF Regional Security File, Southeast Asia General, 1961. 
Kennedy Ltbrary, Thomson Papers, Memorandum of Conversation, July 18, 1961. 
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to examine "the best diplomatic forum or series of forums in which 
the issue might be raised." 1 43 

A part of the planning process included contingency planning for 
information programs on Vietnam, both internationally and in the 
United States itself, to be used in conjunction with military action, 
and one of the more interesting documents of the period is a plan 
for a "Contingency Information Program" in the United States, 
prepared by a member of the Public Affairs staff of the State De­
partment for the Vietnam Task Force, describing the means by 
which the public and Congress could be persuaded to support mili­
tary action. 144 "Before we could use force or publicly announce our 
decision to use force," the paper said, "American public opinion 
would have to be conditioned to support such action. The Congress 
would also have to be fully informed and convinced of the necessity 
for such action." This, according to the paper, would be accom­
plished by the following means: 

a. Perspectives. The Task Force should float perspective arti- . 
cles through selected newspaper columns such as those of 
Messrs. Alsop, Drummond, Childs, Reston, etc. While these . 
would reach one audience, a broader exposition for a different 
audience should be made through Sunday newspaper supple- · 
ments such as the American Weekly, Parade, the New York 
Times Magazine and, if time permits, through the Saturday 
Evening Post and movie newsreels which have a claimed audi­
ence of 40 million weekly. 

It might be profitable for later exploitation to place some 
profile articles on Gen. Maxwell Taylor as an expert on limited · 
warfare. 

b. Consultations. The Senate, or some of its key 1ut:::uu""'' . ., 
should be taken into the confidence of the Executive early 
the process and they should be told why alternative courses 
action are unacceptable. We should induce some senators 
make public speeches on the seriousness of the situation, 

c. Backgrounders. Following publication of the nP.·I'I'Ir~P-r.ltiv,!IIIILi.· 
the Task Force should analyze public reaction to 
assess any weak points in the argumentation which may 
been revealed by public reaction. From this analysis and 
sessment, material might be prepared for backgrounders to 
given by top level officials, among whom might be 
Bowles, Johnson, McConaughy, Bohlen, Nitze and 
Taylor. 

d. Press conferences, etc. If by this time public opinion 
not begun to call for positive action, we should begin to 
draw to a fall-back position; we should prepare now the +~·-ft''"' 
to which we might be obliged to withdraw. 

, .. This resulted in the State Department's "White Paper" on Vietnam prepared by 
J. Jorden, which was issued in Dec. 1961. (Seep. 108 below.) The Vietnam Task Force WM 
ready preparing a number of papers for the White House on other aspects of the possible 1118 . 
U.S. military forces in Southeast Asia in accordance with a task force directive issued earlier ID · 
the summer, which was supplemented on June 24, 1961, by a memorandum entitled "Region.I 
Action to Protect Vietnam' setting forth the stepe to be taken under a SEATO Plan 5 operaticm. 

, .. Kennedy Library, NSF Country File. This document is not dated, but it appears to 
been prepared during July 1961, and is filed accordingly. 
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If, on the other hand, public opinion has become more recep­
tive, high level officials should move into the open with public 
statements on the choices facing us. From this point onward in 
the information program, the sequence of events should, ideal­
ly, move very rapidly. 

The Secretary, Senators Fulbright, Mansfield, Humphrey or 
Javits might take a public supporting position and Gen. Taylor 
could state his views. The means would be television interview 
programs, press conferences and-again if time permits-news­
reels. 

e. Spot News. At this point, our Asian allies might request 
token deployment of American combat troops to help them in 
the defense of Southeast Asia against external aggression. 

f. Fireside telecast. Very quickly after the Asians request 
combat help, President Kennedy should, in a telecast to the 
nation, announce that action has been taken. He should also 
explain the reasoning behind his decision and the unacceptable 
nature of the alternatives, and the fact that [it] is defensive, 
not aggressive action. He should stress that we shall cross no 
borders uninvited. 

As for the messages to be sent to the public by these means, the 
paper recommended that the public and Congress be told about the 
history of Communist aggression and subversion in Vietnam, as 
well as the consequences of Communist control of Laos, and that 
"The 'domino theory' should be fully explained." 

In general; the aim should be to (i) give our Asian allies full 
credit for the efforts, social and economic as well as military, 
that they have made; (ii) show the peril to our own defenses; 
and (iii) indicate that subversion in Southeast Asia is a Com­
munist export, not an indigenous product. Finally, we should 
develop the theme that the Communist propaganda campaigns 
have often struck Berlin like a gong to distract our attention 
from the actual exercise of force in Asia, but that we do not 
intend to be diverted. 

As the planning process continued, Robert Komer sent Rostow a 
memorandum on July 20 entitled "Are We Pushing Hard Enough 
in South Vietnam?" 145 He proposed, as was being recommended by 
the Staley group, a "crash" program for Vietnam: 

. . . While it may simply be too early to tell, we do not yet 
have things turned around in Vietnam. In part this reflects 
one of the real problems for any government-how to get ade­
quate follow-through. We whack up a big exercise on a crash 
problem, take some strong initiatives, and then the agencies 
tend to slip back toward business as usual with only the White 
House providing much of a prod. 

But more important, there are some strong political reasons 
for stepping up the momentum in South Vietnam. I believe it 
very important that this government have a major anti-Com­
munist victory to its credit in the six months before the Berlin 
crisis is likely to get really hot. Few things would be better cal­
culated to show Moscow and Peiping that we mean business 

""Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. (misspelling& and emphasis in original) 
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than an obvious (if not yet definitive) turnaround in Vietnam. 
Moreover here the odds are still in our favor, which makes 
Vietnam ~ better place than Laos to achieve the desired result. 

Such a victory is also indispensable to the process of reassur" 
ing our Far East allies, most of whom have been led by Laos to 
wonder whether we have the moxie to protect them any 

longer. "d d" t" th t What should we do? How about the ~resi ent ~rec mg ~ 
all wraps are off in the counter-guenlla operations, etc. 1n 
South Vietnam? We will fund and pay for any crash meas.ures, 
however wasteful, which will produce quick res'!l~. We w~ll. do 
anything needed in sending a~ms and _ammumbon, p~ovidmg 
MAAG advisers and in associated social and economic oper­
ations designed to win back the countryside. The objective-to 
achieve before the end of the year a major defeat of the Viet 
Cong. . . I h" The important thing would be a change m operabona p I-
losophy. Instead of haggling with Diem over who sho~ld fi. 
nance what proportion of the effort, we W(}U~d regard thi-S as a 
wartime situation in which the sky's the ltm£t. The only caveat 
would be that outlays must be related to the counter-guerrilla 
campaign. Hence, we would not give Diem a blank check on 
economic development or on building up the regular army for 
defense of the 17th parallel as McGarr would have us do. 

Komer added that while such a program would cost more, the 
cost of not actin'- could be higher in the long-run. He emphasized, 
moreover, that 'Simultaneously, we must put the blocks to Diem 
on finally doing the necessary to regain popular support," and sug­
gested that the U.S. might be able to use the proposed program as 
a "lever" for that ~urpose. · 

Komer's conclusion was as follows: 
What do we lose if such an initiative fails? Are we any worse 

off than before? Our prestige may have become a little more 
heavily engaged but what else? And the risk involved if we fail. 
to:ievent the Viet Cong threat from developing into a full· 
fl ed civil war is clearly overriding. After Laos, and with 
Ber in on the horizon, we cannot afford to go less than all-out 
in cleaning up South Vietnam. 

Kennedy is Skeptical of Proposed Military Action 
President Kennedy doubtless shared the feeling of Komer and 

other advisers that there was an important linkage between the 
posture of the U.S. in Southeast Asia and relations with the Rus­
sians, especially with respect to Berlin. He probably also agreed 
with Rostow's contention that the administration could use the 
Communist threat in Southeast Asia, among other things, to in· 
crease U.S. public and congressional support for a military build· 
up, as well as for promoting foreign aid and other legislation which 
the White House considered important. But Kennedy was reluctant 
to move as fast or as far as some of his advisers recommended. At a 
meeting on July 28, 1961 with all of the key participants in the 
planning process (including Rusk, U. Alexis Johnson, Ball, Taylor, 
Rostow), Kennedy made it clear that he was skeptical about mili· 
tary plans for Laos, and that he wanted more information before ' 
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approvi?g a counterinsurgency plan for using U.S. forces in South­
east Asia. 

In advance of the meeting, the State Department's newly-estab­
lished Southeast Asia Task Force, under the direction of John 
Steeves, had prepared a brief report for Kennedy on a proposed 
course of action in Southeast Asia. 146 According to the report, the 
"consensus" of the task force was that "It is essential to our policy 
interests in Asia, and indeed globally, to ensure the security of 
Southeast Asia against further communist advancement. . . . The 
loss of Southeast Asia to the free world would be highly inimical to 
our future strategy and interest." The group had also concluded 
that "We should make the basic decision now to resist' this en­
croachment by appropriate military means, if necessary, with or 
without unanimous SEATO support." 

The task force took the position that North Vietnam was "the 
immediate focal point of the threat to the peninsula and whatever 
action is taken should bear on this objective if both Laos and Viet­
Nam are to be secured and the approaches to the rest of the penin­
sula blocked." 

Among its recommendations, the task force proposed that the 
U.S. insist on having an effective International Control Commis­
sion for Laos as the "minimum price" for U.S. military withdrawal. 
In addition, the U.S. should "keep a steady rein" on the royalist 
government of Laos to keep it from agreeing to a coalition govern­
ment that could be controlled by the Communists. 

With respect to Vietnam, the task force recommended that the 
Staley plan be approved. In addition, "In carrying out our pro­
grams based in Viet-Nam covert action be conducted to interdict 
North Vietnamese pressure on South Viet-Nam and if these con­
tacts do not prove successful, eventually give covert indication that 
the continuation of DRV [Democratic Republic of Vietnam] aggres­
sive policy towards Laos and Viet-Nam may result in direct retalia­
tory action against her." 

Finally, the report recommended that because SEATO Plan 5 did 
not envisage action against North Vietnam, the U.S. should devel­
op a military plan based on the possibility of such action, with or 
without other SEATO countries. 

On July 27, Taylor and Rostow sent Kennedy a memo in which 
they listed the issues which would be presented at the meeting the 
following day. 147 The choices for the U.S., they said, were "to dis­
engage from the area as gracefully as possible; to find as soon as 
PD.s~ible a convenient political pretext and attack with American 
llli~Itary force the regional source of aggression in Hanoi; or to 
build as much indigenous military, political and economic strength 
as we can in the area, in ordet to contain the thrust from Hanoi 

Co
while preparing to intervene with U.S. military force if the Chinese 

Th
mmunists come in or the situation otherwise gets out of hand." 
ey said they assumed that the latter course was what Kennedy 

Preferred, but that it would be helpful for him to indicate his posi-

So' .. The report, which is not dated, is in the Kennedy Library, NSF Regional Security File 
utheaat Asia General, July I961. ' 
141Same location. 
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tion and to have a discussion of the situation and the options avail­
able. 

At the meeting which then took place with the President on July 
28, U. Alexis Johnson began the discussion of the Southeast Asia 
Task Force report by stating that the Communists did not appear 
to want a neutral Laos; that "they are very confident about the 
current military situation and see no reason for concessions." The 
U.S., therefore, needed to "introduce a new element which will 
change their estimate of the situation." This new element would be 
a plan to "take and hold" the southern part of Laos with troops 
from Laos, Thailand, Vietnam and the U.S., if the minimum U.S. 
condition for a negotiated settlement (a strong ICC) was not accept­
ed in Geneva. Furthermore, Johnson said, continuing his discussion 
of the task force report, if the Viet Minh then intervened substan­
tially in Laos and/or Vietnam, the U.S. should consider using air 
and naval forces in direct attacks on North Vietnam. As he ex­
plained some years later, Johnson thought that the U.S. needed to 
inhibit the North Vietnamese from using the Ho Chi Minh Trail in 
Laos to supply Communists forces in South Vietnam. He argued 
that if there was to be a ne~otiated settlement, its inspection provi- · 
sions must have "teeth." 'Laos was really the key to Vietnam" 
Johnson said, and our failure in 1962 to dislodge the Pathet Lao 
from Tchepone [the strategic town on the southern end of the Ho 
Chi Minh trail] eventually acted to seal the fate of Vietnam." 14• 

At the same time, Johnson recognized that his hope for a settle­
ment with stronger inspections provisions was probably "futile." As·· 
to whether the direct use of U.S. forces in Laos would have been 
effective in preventing the North Vietnamese from using the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail, he concludes: "We P.robably lacked the means to 
do this; certainly we lacked the will.' 149 

As the meeting on July 18, 1961 continued, President Kennedy 
asked several questions about details of thellan, and from there- · 
sponses it was clear that such details ha not been developed. 
Moreover, "It was not clear how great an effect action against Hai-; 
phong or Hanoi would have on Northern Viet-Nam, nor whether it 
would be easy to hold what had been taken in a single attack. Simi­
larly, no careful plan has yet been developed for an operation to . 
take and hold Southern Laos." 160 

Kennedy expressed "the need for realism and accuracy" in plans 
for military action in Laos. "He had observed in earlier militaz-r 
plans with respect to Laos that optimistic estimates were invan­
ably proven false in the event. He was not persuaded that the air- . 
fields and the existing situation in Southern Laos would permit 
any real operation to save that part of the country, and he empha· 
sized the reluctance of the American people and of many distin· 
guished military leaders to see any direct involvement of U.S. 
troops in that part of the world." He said he was very reluctant to 
make a decision to use U.S. forces in Laos, and in order to find out 
more about the situation he would like for General Taylor to go to 

148Letter to CRS from U. Alexis Johnson, JulJ' 31, 1984. 
140U. Alexis Johnson with Jef Olivarius McAllister, The Right Hand of Power, p. 326. 
100From the July 31, 1961, "Memorandum of Discussion on Southeast Asia,'' July 28, 1961, 

prepared by McGeorge Bundy, Kennedy ~rary, NSF Regional Security File, Southeast Asia 
General, 1961. 
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Vietnam on a study mission. Meanwhile, he wanted to pursue the 
Laos negotiations. He also agreed to accept the Staley recommen­
dations, but did not want to be committed in advance to specific 
levels of funding. 

After the meeting, Rostow, with Taylor's concurrence, sent a 
memorandum to Kennedy on August 4 in which he attempted to 
state his and Taylor's understanding of Kennedy's position: 151 

As we understand your position: You would wish to see 
every avenue of diplomacy exhausted before we accept the ne­
cessity for either positioning U.S. forces on the Southeast 
Asian mainland or fighting there; you would wish to see the 
possibilities of economic assistance fully exploited to strength­
en the Southeast Asian position; you would wish to see indige­
nous forces used to the maximum if fighting should occur; and 
that, should we have to fight, we should use air and sea power 
to the maximum and engage minimum U.S. forces on the 
Southeast Asian mainland. 

The memo went on to reiterate the proposals of the task force for 
developing a contingency plan for controlling southern Laos, and, if 
necessary, " ... attacks from the air-also, possibly, from the 
sea-in the Haiphong-Hanoi area.'' "This graduated pressure," the 
memo added, "could take the form of air strikes against the land 
lines of communications and supply centers, and sea interdiction of 
logistical traffic along the east coast of Viet-Nam. It could also in­
clude a naval blockade in the Gulf of Tonkin to isolate the Port of 
Haiphong.'' 

Moreover, the memo stated, the contingency plan should include 
possible U.S. action against China if the Chinese Communists inter­
vened in Indochina. 

Meanwhile, Taylor had sent his own proposal to U. Alexis John­
son on July 31, in which he suggested a meeting of the leaders of 
Vietnam, Thailand and Laos "to consider ways of making common 
cause against the infiltration into Laos," and sending reconnais­
sance groups from SEATO Plan 5 forces to military installations in 
Thailand and Laos to check on military needs prior to implement­
ing any contingency plans. "Word of these happenings," he added, 
"would get around." 

As planning for possible military action in Southeast Asia contin­
ued, the President asked Rostow and Taylor on August 7 to advise 
him on the means for bringing to the attention of "world public 
opinion" the actions of North Vietnam, both in Laos and in South 
Vietnam. He added, "I agree with you that ground work has to be 

~·•Same location. In a memorandum to Rostow, on Aug. 14, 1961, "Strategy for Southeast 
As1!1,'' Robert Johnson questioned the military and political feasibility of Rostow's proposal for 
action against North Vietnam, but concluded, " ... to use the current cliche, I think that this is 
the point where we are going to have to bite the bullet. If we are going to save Southern Leos 
B!ld a strip along the Mekong, it seems to me that we have to face the possibility that a substan· 
~.Ia! U.S. manpower contribution may be required." He said he thought the U.S. should seek a 
de facto partition of Laos by a sub-limited war approach" involving increased covert activity, 

but that in so doing "we must take such initial action with a full awareness of, and commitment 
to, the possibility that we may have to move from sub- limited war to limited war and that a 
substantial commitment of U.S. forces in Southern Laos may be necessary." Kennedy Library, 
Thomson Papers. 
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laid or otherwise any military action we might take against North­
ern Vietnam will seem like aggression on our part." 152 

On August 10, the JCS presented to Kennedy their plan for 
Southeast Asia. There are no records available as to what the plan 
contained or as to the discussion of it with the President, but there 
is the record of a meeting on August 12 which included Taylor and 
Rostow from the White House, Johnson and Steeves from the State 
Department, and Lemnitzer and others from the JCS (but no De­
partment of Defense civilians, which is an indication of the fact 
that the discussions had not attained the level of a full-scale policy 
process), to continue the August 10 discussion of the JCS proposal. 
There was apparently no civilians in attendance from the Defense 
Department, which is an indication that the discussions on South­
east Asia which had been initiated by the White House staff had 
not attained the level of a full-scale policy process. At this meeting 
it was agreed that a "comprehensive area plan" was needed to pro­
vide for military action in the event of a possible partition of Laos. 
Participants in the meeting further agreed that in the case of the 
first contingency, "a visible, stepped-up invasion from the North," 
SEA TO Plan 5 should be invoked. "Hanoi would have been warned 
in advance that invasion would bring SEA TO forces and air attacks 
on targets in North Vietnam." In the second contingency, that of 
increased infiltration and pressure on areas controlled by the pro­
western forces, SEATO forces should be given greater support, in­
cluding as many as 2,000 more military advisers for Laotian forces, 
mostly from the U.S. 1 11s 

On August 14, Taylor drafted a memorandum for Kennedy to · 
send to Rusk commenting on both the August 10 JCS briefing and 
the August 12 meeting of State and the JCS. 154 The memo indicat­
ed approval of the proposed area plan to defend the "flanks"-Viet­
nam and Thailand-from Communist infiltration and attack · 
through cooperative military efforts of Vietnam, Thailand and 
Laos, but took the position that U.S. military participation was the 
"minimum" required to get these three countries to cooperate. It 
noted, moreover, that even if such a cooperative plan were feasible, 
"it will require very considerable effort to develop the political 
framework to support it." 

Rostow left for vacation while the "comprehensive area plan" 
was being developed, but before leaving he sent Kennedy a memo­
randum on August 17 in which he explained what the area plan 
would probably include, and offered his own suggestions as to how 
to proceed.u 5 "I suspect your planners," he said, "will tell you 
this: to hold the present line and to mop up behind it nothing Will ' 
suffice very much short of the introduction of forces (or the firm 
commitment to introduce forces) into Southeast Asia from outside 
the mainland on the scale of the SEA TO Plan 5 if to overcome the 

161Kennedy Library, POF Staff Memos File. For Rostow's reply see his memorandum to the 
President on Aug. 11, I96I, "Southeast Asia," NSF Regional Security File, Southeast Asia Gen· 
eral, I961. 
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three fundamental weaknesses we face: Diem's preoccupations· 
Sarit's uncertainties; and Phoumi's incompetence." (Sarit Thanarat 
was then in power in Thailand, and Phoumi Nosavan was in com­
mand of the non-Communist government in Laos.) Because of these 
weaknesses, and. the difficulty of intervening from outside, Rostow 
felt that a negotiated settlement of the Laotian conflict was essen­
tial. But he again argued that in order to get the Communists to 
agree to a reasonable settlement the U.S. and the other SEATO 
powers had to convince them that they would make a "substantial" 
military commitll_lent if the Communists refused to agree. He pro­
posed to the President a plan to demonstrate American determina­
tion in th~ eve~t the Communists decided to stall and to try to take 
more terntory m South Laos, which would also avoid, at least ini­
tially, the deployment of U.S. forces to Laos. To do this he suggest­
ed that the U.S. establish a SEATO military headquarters in Thai­
land, staffed by an American commander and supporting person­
nel, to develop contingency plans with Sarit and Diem for the de­
ployment of a SEATO combat force. Then, with or without the par­
ticipation of the British and French, the U.S. should develop con­
tingency plans for such an action with other SEATO powers. 

Rostow said, "This. kind of rev~val of SEATO appears, then, the 
only ~ay. I can perceive of sal.vagmg Averell [Harriman] in Geneva 
[negobatmg on Laos] and laymg the basis for holding the area for 
the long pull without excessive U.S. commitment on the mainland. 
But it takes a bold U.S. commitment in principle-very soon 
indeed." 

"This is a hard decision," he said, "for our troubles with the Brit­
ish and French in SEATO have permitted us a bit of the luxury of 
the drunk at the bar who cries "Let me at 'em", while making sure 
he is firmly held by his pals. 

:•on the other hand, to go this route is, in fact, to recognize com­
mitments we already ~ave. upon us-but to act on them positively. 
Surely we are hooked m VIet-Nam; surely we shall honor our bilat­
eral assurances to Sarit, as well as our SEATO commitment· and­
I suspect-despite everything it implies, we shall fight for Laos if 
the other side pushes too far its advantages on the ground." 
R~stow added, "Your decision here is not easy. It involves 

makmg an uncertain commitment in cold blood. It is not unlike 
:rruman's commitment on Greece and Turkey in March 1947· for 
m truth, Southeast Asia is in as uncertain shape as Southeast 
Europe at that time. But-like Truman's commitment-it has the 
potentiality of rall~ing the forces in the area, mobilizing the will 
and strength sufficient to fend off the Communist threat and mini­
mizing the chance that U.S. troops will have to fight in~ situation 
which has further deteriorated." 

The next day (August 18), Rostow sent a memo to Robert Kenne­
dy in ~hich he sai~,. "I. deeply believe that the way to save South­
east Asia and. to mmimize th~ chance of deep U.S. military involve­
ment there IS for the President to make a bold decision very 
soon." 156 (By this he meant before the end of the rainy season in 
Laos, which would occur by early October.) 

••• Same location. 



64 

On August 22, 1961, Taylor sent a memorandum to U. Alexis 
Johnson recommending that certain interim steps be taken while 
final U.S. plans for Southeast Asia were being completed, and that 
these be assigned to appropriate U.S. agencies for implementation. 
These steps would include political discussions with Thailand, Laos 
and Vietnam to determine their willingness to establish a common 
front against the Communists, as well as "the price which the 
United States might be obliged to pay for effective collaboration"; 
establishing, as Rostow had suggested, a SEATO headquarters and 
staff in Thailand; and increasing the numbers of foreign advisers 
with Laotian troops. The major question, Taylor said, was the 
amount of U.S. and other SEATO force commitments. "It presently 
appears that we must be willing to make some commitment at the 
outset in order to assure Sarit's support." 157 

On August 24, a top-level meeting of those working on Southeast 
Asia plans was held in Rusk's office. A draft of a proposed plan 
prepared by the Southeast Asia Task Force (drafted primarily in 
State) was the subject of the discussion. According to a report of 
the meeting, the proposal, which generally reflected Rostow's ideas, 
was vigorously attacked by McNamara and Harriman, joined by 
Rusk, who saw it as inconsistent with, if not antagonistic to, the 
President's plan for a negotiated settlement in Laos. Despite efforts 
by Taylor and Steeves to defend the plan, it was thoroughly repudi­
ated, leaving the subordinates on the task force without any sup­
port for their positions from their agency heads. 1158 

After this debacle, the State Department drafted a modified pro­
posal for Kennedy which stressed the negotiation of a settlement 
f'or Laos, and suggested courses of action in the event these negoti­
ations were successful or not, with proposals for military and other 
action in the latter case.ue 

On August 29, 1961, Kennedy met with his advisers to consider 
the revised proposal. The memorandum from Rusk asked that he 
decide on these points: 

1. Authorization immediately to undertake talks with our 
SEA TO allies both bilaterally and with the SEATO Council 
representatives in Bangkok, and also with South Vietnam, as 
appropriate, in which we would explore their receptivity to: 

(a) enlarging the concept of SEATO Plan 5 so that if the 
Communists renew their offensive and the decision is 
made to implement Plan 5 the objective would be the ex­
pulsion of Communist forces from all of Southern Laos and 
the Mekong River line, including the Luang Prabang area. 
The establishment of such an objective would be condition· 
al upon the willingness of Thailand and South Vietnam, 
and to a lesser extent possibly some other SEATO coun­
tries such as the Philippines, Pakistan, Australia and New 
Zealand, to commit additional forces to Plan 5. 

(b) in the event neither a peaceful settlement is achieved 
nor has there been a sufficient renewal of the offensive by 

107Same location. 
'""Memorandum for McGeorge Bundy from Robert H. Johnson, Aug. 25, 1961, same location. 
'""Memorandum for the President, Aug. 29, 1961, same location, with attached "Plan for 

Southeast Asia," "sanitized"-the government term used to refer to material deleted for securi· 
ty reasons when a document is decl888ified-and made public in 1978. 
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the Communists to justify consideration of implementing 
SEATO Plan 5, the carrying out of a SEATO exercise in 
Thailand about October 10 employing ground combat 
troops, supported by tactical air units and, on completion 
of the exercise, leaving behind in Thailand a SEA TO com­
mand and communications "shell" prepared on a contin­
gency basis to expedite the implementation of SEATO 
Plan 5. 

(c) undertaking additional rotational training of SEATO 
combat units in Thailand. 

(d) introducing into Thailand a SEATO River Patrol 
along the line of the Mekong, and 

(e) declaring at an appropriate time a SEATO charter 
yellow or charter blue condition [stages of military alerts]. 

2. Immediately increasing our mobile training teams in Laos 
and seeking Thai agreement to supplying an equal number of 
Thais for the same purpose. 

3. Immediately increasing by 2,000 the number of Meos 
being supported so as to bring the total up to the level of 
11,000. 

4. Authorizing photo reconnaissance--- 160 over all of 
Laos. (This has for the most part been suspended during the 
cease-fire.) 

5. As soon as the details are worked out with ICA and Con­
gressional action has been taken on the aid bill, a letter from 
you to Sarit offering a $150,000,000 line of credit. 

Kennedy approved most of the proposed actions, including 
SEATO discussions (but not the actual steps suggested in States' 
memo, 1. [b] through 1. [ e ]), as well as the increase in mobile train­
ing (bringing U.S. advisers in Laos to a total of 500), the increase in 
CIA assistance to Meos tribesmen, and photo reconnaissance of 
Laos "by Thai or other sanitized aircraft." 16 1 

Several days later the State Department gave the White House a 
new memorandum on steps to take in Laos if the Communists re­
sumed military activity and if the U.S. did not intervene militarily. 
As summarized by Robert Johnson for Rostow, "The objective of 
the proposed actions ... is not to clean out, sanitize or seal off the 
Mekong and South Laos areas, but rather, through harrassment, to 
prevent the Communists from obtaining a secure base area from 
which to launch attacks on Thailand and Vietnam." "It seems to 
me," Johnson added, "that we should be preparing for the kinds of 
actions suggested on an urgent basis." 16 2 

As outlined by State (either in the same paper described by John­
son or a later and similar one), the U.S. would, among other things, 
continue its various forms of covert assistance to Laotian forces; 

100When this document was sanitized by the Department of State the missing portion of this 
sentence in item 4 was stricken. 
th •••NSAM 80, Aug. 29, 1961, PP, DOD ed., book 11, pp. 247-248. As will be noted, all or most of 
. e sanitized words in the State Department proposal of the same date appear to have been 
Included in this printing of NSAM 80. 

Th!' President apparently did not approve State's proposal that Sarit, as an inducement for 
and m recognition of his cooperation, be given an open line of credit of $150 million. For a 
memor!llldum from the Bureau of the Buda:et on Aug. 30, 1961, criticizing this proposal aee Ken­
nedl, Library, NSF Regional Security File, 'Southeast Asia General, 1961. 

1 1 Johnson memo to Rostow, Sept. 12, 1961, same location. 
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consider sending a combat battalion to Vietnam and another to 
Thailand for training purposes, as well as to establish the presence 
of U.S. troops, and deploy an engineering battalion to Vietnam and 
another to Thailand. All of these moves would be made unilateral­
ly by the U.S. without the involvement of other SEATO coun­
tries.163 

A JCS survey team under direction of Brig. Gen. William H. 
Craig, which had just returned from a trip to Laos and Vietnam, 
recommended on September 15, 1961, that SEATO Plan 5 should be 
activated immediately in order to forestall action by the Commu­
nists when the rainy season ended in early October. The team also 
recommended that the U.S. "get tough with Phoumi" to improve 
the Laotian military performance, and that the U.S. be prepared to 
support Phoumi's forces with tactical air operations if hostilities re­
sumed. "The future of the US in Southeast Asia is at stake. It may 
be too late unless we act now one way or another." 164 

In a memo to Kennedy on September 26, 1961, however, Taylor 
confirmed the President's earlier concern about the potential logis­
tical problems involved in military action by ground forces in Laos. 
Taylor reported that "The more we study the Southeast Asia prob­
lem the more we are convinced of the critical importance of logistic 
factors. A study of the logistic problem from the point of view of 
the Communists and ourselves indicated that it sets an upper limit 
to the possibility of escalation of military action. . . . Without 
much work on the logistical facilities, we should not introduce and 
support many more troops in Laos and Thailand than those con­
templated in SEATO 5."165 

A meeting with the President on October 5, 1961 to discuss 
Southeast Asia, for which Rostow, Taylor and U. Alexis Johnson 
had been organizing papers from the several departments con­
cerned, was postponed. Instead, the President met with Harriman, 
who was returning to Geneva, to discuss the n~xt moves the U.S. 
would make in the Laos negotiations, especially the possibility of 
getting the Russians to agree that continued infiltration by the 
North Vietnamese into South Vietnam would be a breach of the 
broad U.S.-U.S.S.R. understanding being developed at Geneva, and 
what the responsibility of the Russians might be toward enforcing 
such an understanding on infiltration. Harriman apparentlX was 
also authorized at this point to explore with the Russians 'ways 
and means whereb1, relations between North and South Viet-Nam 
could be stabilized. ' 1 6 6 

The Taylor-Rostow Trip is Scheduled 
On October 11, the President held the meeting with his advisers 

to discuss Southeast Asia which had been postponed from October 
5. By this time the situation in Laos was fairly stable, and negotia­
tions were continuing in Geneva. In Vietnam, however, the situa­
tion was becoming more serious, and it was apparent that further 

183Same location. The paper "Limited Holding Actions (Southeast Asia)," was dated sometime 
between Sept. 20 and 30, 1961, but the exact dar, cannot be discerned from the copy in the tile. 
The final version of this paper, "Southeast Asia, ' Oct. 3, 1961, is in the same tile. 

•••Same location. 
•••Same location. 
•••"Draft Instructions for Ambassador Harriman," Oct. 1961, same location. 

67 

action might be needed. As Rostow stated in a memo to Kennedy 
October 5: 16 7 

on The contingency plan for an overt resumption of the offen-
sive in Laos is in tolerably good shape; but it is now agreed 
that it is more likely that the other side will concentrate on 
doing Diem in than on capturing the Mekong Valley during 
this fighting season. 

As for Viet-Nam, it is agreed that we must move quite radi­
cally to avoid perhaps slow but total defeat. The sense of this 
town is that, with Southern Laos open, Diem simply cannot 
cope. 

Rostow's own proposal was that the U.S. should tell the Russians 
"the destruction of Diem via infiltration could not and would not 
be accepted," and that Harriman should emphasize this point in 
the Geneva talks. Secondly, the U.S. should seek U.N. agreement 
on a United Nations inspection mission in Southern Laos. This 
would have the advantage, he said, of causing the Communists to 
reduce their activity in the area of the Ho Chi Minh Trail, as well 
as bringing the U.N. into the Southeast Asia situation, a move 
which Rostow said he thought was "essential in the long run." 
Thirdly, he proposed deploying a 25,000-man SEATO border patrol 
force in Vietnam. Among other things, this would have the advan­
tage of bolstering Diem and giving the U.S. more leverage on mili­
tary matters, restraining a North Vietnamese invasion of South 
Vietnam, and strengthening U.S. bargaining power with the Rus­
sians by making the withdrawal of such a U.S. force a "bargaining 
counter in a Vietnamese settlement." Above all, "The presence of a 
SEATO force in South Viet-Nam would make it clear ... that the 
attempt to destroy the South Vietnamese government by force 
could not be carried forward to a conclusion without risking an es­
calation of the fight. This would not merely threaten Hanoi with 
air and naval action, but would threaten Soviet or Chinese Commu­
nist involvement. And this I doubt Moscow wants." 

In conclusion, Rostow repeated his recommendation that Taylor 
and Lansdale be sent to Vietnam for a review of the situation, and 
said, "For us the gut issue as I see it is this: We are deeply commit­
ted in Viet-Nam; if the situation deteriorates, we will have to go in; 
the situation is, in fact, actively deteriorating; if we go in now, the 
costs-human and otherwise-are likely to be less than if we wait." 

As policymakers in the executive branch, without any apparent 
knowledge of or participation in such proceedings on the part of 
Congress, continued to discuss what action should be taken in view 
of the increasing threat to Vietnam, the JCS was asked for its reac­
tl~n to Rostow's proposal for a SEATO border patrol force. It re­
Shed on October 9 that this proposal was not feasible. Instead, the 
.. cs again recommended the implementation of SEATO Plan 5 in a 
concentrated effort" in Laos which would also have the effect of 

~rotecting the Vietnamese border as well as giving "concrete evi­
~nce of US determination to stand firm against further commu­

niSt advances world-wide." 168 " ... lacking an acceptable political 

::•same location. 
"For JCS objections to Rostow's proposal, see PP, DOD ed., book 11, pp. 297·298. 
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settlement prior to the resumption of overt hostitlities " 
sai~, "th.ere is no feasible military alternative of lesser ' 
which Will prevent the loss of Laos South Vietnam and uu;urtatel~ 
Southeast Asia." ' 

If SEATO Plan 5 deployments caused escalation, the JCS 
there :wou~d have to be additional mobilization in the U.S. in 
to mamtam U.S. strategic reserves, adding, " ... we cannot 
to be pr~occ~pie~ with Berlin to the extent that we close our 
to. ~he situ.atwn. m .~~?th~ast Asia, which is more critical from 
mih.tary VIe~p~nnt. It. IS n_ot a question of the desirability 
havmg two lu~uted war situations going at the same time. The 
of the m~tter IS that we may be faced with such a contingency." 

Accordmg to the plan suggested by the JCS on October 9 
~EATO force would be stationed in South Vietnam near the' 
ban border i~ the vicinity of Pleiku for the purpose of ,.,, ..... -.n• 
t~e central highlands, the key area for defending Laos and 
VIetnam. There would be 22,800 men, of whom approximately 9 
would be ground combat troops, including 5,000 from the u.s.' 
the total force, 13,200 would be from the U.S.) A U.S. 
would also be stationed in Thailand. "Our military 
JCS stated, "is such that the employment of the 
w<?uld ~ot adversely a.ffect our capability to conduct planned 
abons m Europe relatmg to Berlin." 
T~e JCS plan .called for offensive action by the SEATO 

agamst Co!llmumst threats to the border of South Vietnam or 
the for<:e. Itself, and r~taliation against North Vietnam for 
overt mihta~ mterventwn in South Vietnam or Laos. 

If North VIetnam were to "overtly intervene" the SEATO 
would ~eed to be increased to more than 200,000, including 
ere~ m U.S. forces to 129,000 from the originall3,200. If the 
n.ese m.tervened, 278,000 SEATO troops would be needed, and 
Sideratlon would have to be given "whether to attack selected 
~eta in North China with conventional weapons and whether to 
bate use of nuclear weapons against targets in direct support 
Chinese operations in Laos." 110 

A~ prepara~io.ns for a meeting with the President on October . 
contmued, Wilham ~· Bundy, ~hen Acting Assistant Secretary 
Defense for InternatiOnal .Secunty Affairs, sent a memorandum 
Octobe; ~0 t~ M~~amara m which he, too, advocated an "early 
hard-hittmg mihtary op,eratio~ in Vietnam by a SEATO force:171 

For w~at one m~n s. feel Is worth, mine-based on very close 
t?uch. with Indochma m the 1954 war and civil war afterwards 
till Diem took ~old-~s that it is really now or never if we are 
to arrest th~ ~ams bemg made by the Viet Cong. . . . An early 
and hard-hittmg o~ration has a good chance (70% would be 
my guess) of arrestmg things and giving Diem a chance to do 
better and cle~n up. Even if we follow up hard, on the lines the 
JCS are workmg out after yesterday's meeting, however the 
chances are n<;>t m~ch better that we will in fact be abie to 
clean up the situation. It all depends on Diem's effectiveness, 

I ••Ibid., pp. 297-298. 
17°For the JCS plan, see ibid., pp. 300-811. 
111 /bid., p. 312. (emphases in original) 
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which is very problematical. The 30% chance is that we would 
wind up like the French in 1954; white men can't win this kind 
of fight. 

On a 70-30 basis, I would myself favor going in. But if we let, 
say, a month go by before we move, the odds will slide (both 
short-term shock effect and long-term chance) down to 60-40, 
50-50 and so on. Laos under a Souvanna Phouma deal is more 
likely than not to go sour, and will more and more make 
things difficult in South Viet-Nam, which again underscores 
the element of time. 

Bundy commented later on this memo, with its "breathless char-
acter." "I do not recall," he said, "that my prognosis was argued 
specifically or necessarily shared. The memorandum was not circu­
lated beyo~d McNamara and a few others; all it does in history is 
to express a mood that was widely shared, that we had to act fast 
and hard if we were to act at all. Also that it was not an open-and-
shut decision." 1 7 2 

• 
For the October 11 meeting with the President the principal doc-

ument was a paper of October 10, 1961, drafted by U. Alexis John­
son, which combined the ideas of Taylor, Rostow and the Southeast 
Asia Task Force with the military proposals of the JCS. 

This paper, "Concept for Intervention in Viet-Nam," proposed 
the use of SEATO (primarily U.S.) forces "to arrest and hopefully 
to reverse the deteriorating situation" in Vietnam, while at the 
same time having a favorable effect on the Laos negotiations."

173 

Deployment of SEATO forces, however, "cannot be taken without 
accepting as our real and ultimate objective the defeat of th~ Viet 
Cong, and making Viet-Nam secure in the hands of an anti-Com-
munist government." 

Initially these forces, which would be stationed at Pleiku, would 
consist of 11,000 ground combat forces, which would be supported 
by 11,800 air, naval, and other forces, bringing the total to 22,800. 
To "clean up the VietCong threat" in South Vietnam, however, as 
many as 40,000 might be needed. This number would increase if 
the North Vietnamese intervened in force in South Vietnam, and 
would increase further if the Chinese intervened. There might ulti­
mately be a requirement for as many as four divisions, plus sup­
porting forces, from the U.S.-based reserve forces, and this might 
necessitate "a step-up in the present mobilization, possibly of major 
proportions.'' 

The paper pointed out that the ultimate force requirements 
would depend "above all on whether the effort leads to much more 
and better fighting by Diem's forces. They alone can win in the 
end." 

The "rules of engagement" for these forces would allow them to 
do battle with any Communist forces "encountered in any reasona­
ble proximity to the border or threatening the SEATO forces." In 
~ddition, they could engage in "hot pursuit" into Laos and possibly 
1nto Cambodia if necessary. 

171Bundy MS., ch. 4, pp. 12A, 13. 
• 171Johnaon's paper, including two "supplemental notes," was declassified, with some sanita-

tion, in 1982, and is in the Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
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The paper advocated prompt action in deploying these SEATO 
forces before a Laos settlement could be reached, because of the 
fact that with a settlement "it would be much more difficult to find 
a political base upon which to execute this plan." 

The "pros" and "cons" of the proposed action were presented. 
Among the "cons" was: "The plan itself would not itself solve the 
underlying problem of ridding SVN of communist guerrillas." Also,· 
"It breaks the Geneva Accords and puts responsibility on the U.S. 
for rationalizing the action before the U.N. and the world." Fur-. 
thermore, there would be the "risk of being regarded as interlopers 
a la the French. . . ." In addition, the Communists might react 
a "change of tactics back to small-scale operations [which] · 
leave this force in a stagnant position." 

Among the "pros" was that such a move could strengthen the Vi­
etnamese as well as U.S. influence with the Vietnamese and the. 
U.S. bargaining position with the Russians. Moreover, "If we go 
into South Viet-Nam now with SEATO, the costs would be much 
less than if we wait and go in later, or lose SVN." 

In connection with this paper, Ambassador Nolting had reported 
on October 1 that Diem had asked for a bilateral def~nse treaty 
with the U.S. Diem was said to be concerned that the situation in 
Laos would become more serious, and that the effectiveness of the 
proposed deployment of SEATO forces would be reduced by British 
and French resistance to getting involved. According to Nolting, 
"changing U.S. policy in Laos, especially SEATO decision to use 
force if necessary to protect SVN and Thailand, would relieve pres­
sure for bilateral treaty." 174 (On October 13, Nolting reported that 
Minister Nguyen Dinh Thuan had requested, on behalf of Diem, 
U.S. combat forces in lieu of a defense treaty.)1 75 

At the meeting on October 11, President Kennedy decided to 
send General Taylor, accompanied by Rostow, Lansdale, William J. 
Jorden (Department of State) and Cottrell, to Vietnam to review 
the political and military feasibility of deploying U.S. forces, either 
a larger group as proposed by the Johnson memo, or a smaller 
group with "a more limited objective than dealing with the Viet 
Cong; in other words, such a small force would probably go in at . 
Tourane and possibly another southern port principally for the 
purpose of establishing a U.S. 'presence' in Vietnam." The group 
was also asked to review other alternatives to the use of U.S. 
forces, such as more economic and military aid. 

In addition, Kennedy approved certain specific actions recom- · 
mended in the Johnson paper, including sending the Air Force's 
"Jungle Jim" Squadron (12 planes especially equipped for counter­
insurgency warfare); initiating attacks against Communist installa­
tions at Tchepone, using U.S. advisers if necessary; preparing pub­
lication of the white paper on Vietnam, and developing plans for 
presenting the Vietnam case to the U.N .. Other unspecified actions 
were approved.11s 

•14PP, Graveled., vol. II, p. 649. 
176 /bid., pp. 651·652. 
176NSAM 104, Oct. 13, 1961, in ibid., DOD ed., book 11, p. 328. (There is no available summary 

of the meeting.) The NSAM did not reveal the instruction to the Taylor group concerning the 
review of the use of U.S. forces. This was provided by a memorandum from Roswell Gilpatric 
summarizing the meeting, which is reprinted on pp. 322-323. 
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With respect to the decision to use the "Jungle Jim" Squadron, 
there is this additional information in the Air Force history of the 
Vietnam war: 177 

On October 11, 1961, President Kennedy authorized the send-
ing of a U.S. Air Force unit to South Vietnam. The following 
day a detachment of the 4400th Combat Crew Training Squad­
ron: code-named "Farm Gate," flew to South Vietnam. Sta­
tioned at Bien Hoa Air Base just north of Saigon, the 4400th 
CCTS flew combat modified T-28 fighter-bomber trainers, SC-
47s, and B-26s, redesignated "Reconnaissance Bombers" (RB-
26s) in deference to the 1954 Geneva Conventions prohibition 
against the introduction of bombers into Indochina. On Decem­
ber 16, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara authorized 
participation in combat operations, provided a Vietnamese 
crewmember was aboard the strike aircraft. 

In order to conceal the purpose of the Taylor trip, in part to pre­
vent premature speculation about the question of using U.S. forces, 
Kennedy said in the NSC meeting that he was going to announce it 
as an "economic survey." He apparently decided not to do so, but 
on October 14 the New York Times ran a story to that effect, stat­
ing, among other things, that military leaders, as well as General 
Taylor, were reluctant to use U.S. forces, and that local forces as­
sisted by the U.S. would be used instead. As the Pentagon Papers 
says, "this was simply untrue." Kennedy was not _pleased about 
Diem's request for troops, as well as about news stones that troops 
would be sent, and had decided to plant the version contained in 
the New York Times. That story, as the Pentagon Papers adds, 
". . . had the desired effect. Speculation about combat troops 
almost disappeared from news stories, and Diem never again raised 
the question of combat troops: the initiative from now on came 
from Taylor and Nolting, and their recommendations were very 
closely held." 17 8 

177 Tilford, Search and Rescue in South«uut Asia, p. 36. 
•upp, Graveled., vol. II, p. 82. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE NEW U.S. COMMITMENT: "LIMITED PARTNERS" 

General Taylor and his party left for Vietnam on October 17, 
1961, stopping at Honolulu to confer with Adm. Harry D. Felt, the 
U.S. Commander in Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC). Felt recommended 
against deploying U.S. forces in Vietnam "until we have exhausted 
other means for helping Diem." He was concerned that the use of 
U.S. forces would raise the colonialist issue, spur the Communists 
into greater action, and eventually involve U.S. troops in extended 
combat. He agreed, however, that the U.S. had to play a stronger . 
role in Vietnam, and thought that SEATO forces might eventually. 
be required in Laos to prevent infiltration of South Vietnam along 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 1 

After arriving in Vietnam on October 18, the group spent about 
10 days reviewing the situation and conferring with Diem and his 
associates, and then stopped briefly in Thailand before returning to 
Washington on November 2. 2 . 

Taylor said later that he and his party were in Vietnam, ". . . at 
a time when the situation was the darkest since the early days ·· 
1954."3 He added: 

Vietcong strength had increased from an estimated 10,000 
January 1961 to 17,000 in October; they were clearly on 
move in the delta, in the highlands, and along the plain on 
north central coast. The South Vietnamese were watching 
dismay the situation in Laos and the negotiations in "'""'7

'"'"''" 

which convinced them that there would soon be a 
dominated government in Vientiane. The worst flood in 

'Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, CINCPAC to Washington, Oct. 20, 
sequently, however, Admiral Felt agreed with the proposal made by Taylor to send U 
umta to Vietnam under the guise of helping with flood relief. CINCPAC to Washington, Oct. 
1961, same location. 

•In connection with the Taylor group's visit to Thailand, the U.S. Ambassador, Kenneth 
You~, a respected Foreign Service officer who had worked on Southeast Asia for 
both m Defense and in State, gave Taylor a memorandum outlining his views 
Kennedy Library, NSF Reitional Security File, Southeast Asia General, 1961. "~~~f~~~:~~~:.: 
Southeast Asia and Unitecf States Commitments," Oct. 27, 1961, "I believe denial of 
Asia to Viet Cong, Chinese or Russian control," he said, "is indispensible for United 
teresta and purposes in the whole world. . . . Southeast Asia is the crittt1il~ca~11 0~:~~j~~~l Sino-Soviet territorial and ideological expansion-territorial in Asia, i< in 
world. Southeast Asia is something like the hub of a wheel; lose the hub 
es. And Laos, plus South Vietnam, is the cotter-pin holding the hub. If we 
nam go, the Viet Cong and Chinese Communists will soon dominate all of Smith.,ast 
eluding Indonesia. The United States will be forced off the mainland of Asia, Australia 
surrounded and actually flanked, while India and Japan will be permanently sel?arated. 
this is what the Communists are trying to do in Asia. Their success there will mtensify 
impact in Africa and South America." 

Young outlined a strategy to defend Southeast Asia against "Communist small-scale, rural &I" 
gression," which he said was the heart of the problem. A central feature of this proposal W81 
establishment of an "American Southeast Asian Unified Command" (under CINCPACl in Thai· 
land, with small U.S. combat teams in southeast Thailand, Vietnam and Laos to "reverse the 
trend of doubt, discouragement and despair in Southeast Asia." · 

3 Maxwell Taylor, Swords and Plowshares (New York: W. W. Norton, 1972), p. 228. 
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ades was ravaging the Mekong delta, destroying crops and live­
stock and rendering hundreds of thousands homeless. . . . In 
the wake of this series of profoundly depressing events, it was 
no exaggeration to say that the entire country was suffering 
from a collapse of national morale-an obvious fact which 
made a strong impression on the members of our mission. In 
subsequent weeks as we meditated on what the United States 
could or should do in South Vietnam, the thought was always 
with us that we needed something visible which could be done 
quickly to offset the oppressive feeling of hopelessness which 
seemed to permeate all ranks of Vietnamese society. 

Whether or not this assessment of the state of affairs was accu­
rate-and one might wonder how .well-equippe~ Taylor an~ hi.s as­
sociates were to make such sweepmg psychological and social JUdg­
ments about a culture with which (with the possible exception of 
Lansdale) they were almost totally unfamiliar-they apparently be­
lieved that it was acc~rate, and acted accordingly. They ,p~oposed 
in their report to President Kennedy that the U.S. take VIgorous 
action" to assist South Vietnam: 4 

From all quarters in Southeast Asia the message on Viet­
nam is the same; vigorous American action is needed to buy 
time for Vietnam to mobilize and organize its real assets; but 
the time for such a turn around has nearly run out. And if 
Vietnam goes, it will be exceedingly difficult if not impossible 
to hold Southeast Asia. What will be lost is not merely a cru­
cial piece of real estate, but the faith that the U.S. has the will 
and the capacity to deal with the Communist offensive in that 
area. 

Two things were needed, the report said: first, a military commit­
ment to demonstrate U.S. resolve, and, second, an "insertion" of 
Americans into military and government operations in Vietnam in 
order to "show them how the job might be done. . . ." By this 
"shift in the American relation to the Vietnamese effort from 
advice to limited partnership," the report stated, ". . . Vietnamese 
performance in every domain can be substantially improved if 
Americans are prepared to work side by side with the Vietnamese 
on the key problems." . 

The proposal for "inserting" Americans as governmental adVIs­
ers came from Lansdale, who called it "U.S. political-psychological­
military-economic encadrement in Vietnam. . . ," in which highly 
selected Americans, acting as "collaborators," would provide "oper­
ational guidance" at key decision points in the top of the Vietnam-

•The Taylor report (including ita tabular material), often referred to as the Taylor-Rostow 
report, has been largely declassified and is in the Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
Tiie report itself is 25 pages long. Attached are eight appendices of reports from each of the 
functional areas to which Taylor made assignments. These were as follows: 

1. Political-Social, Sterling Cottrell and William Jorden 
2. Military, General William H. Craig 
3. Political Warfare, W. W. Rostow 
4. Unconventional Warfare, General Edward Lansdale 
5. Covert Activities, Joseph Smith of the CIA; 
6. MAAG and Military Aid, Rear Adm. Luther C. Heinz 
7. Economic Aid, James W. Howe 
8. Research and Development, Dr. George W. Rathjens and Mr. William H. Godel 

h 
For ease of reference, the Penfallon Papers, which contains excerpts from the report, is cited 

erein as the source for most of the quoted material. 
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ese government. 5 "It will take Americans who are willing to stake 
all on the outcome, who know their tasks, and who can act with 
great understanding in collaboration with the Vietnamese." "I be;. 
lieve that one year of devoted duty by such Americans," Lansdale 
said, "would spark a complete psychological change in Vietnam's 
situation, give the Vietnamese the hope of winning and take the 
initiative away from the Communists .... " Without this "spark," 
Lansdale added, the Vietnamese were going to "lose their coun­
try." With such direct American help he thought that "much 
the present Vietnamese bickering and hesitancy would disappear 
as a new sense of direction is given them." 

Lansdale's position was that "Vietnam is dangerously far down 
the road to a Communist takeover, against the will of 
people. . . . Mistrust, jealousy, and the shock of Communist 
agery have contributed to making a none-too-certain 
bureaucracy even more unsure of itself. Pride and 
still cover this unsureness, but the cover is wearing thin.' 

"It is time that we in the free world got angry about what is 
pening in Vietnam and about what is happening elsewhere 
Southeast Asia. With our anger, there should come a deep · 
ment to stop the Communists in their tracks and hit back hard." 

If the U.S. encadrement plan could be used effectively, he added, 
" ... we will have found the means of meeting similar Communist 
threats elsewhere ... this fuller U.S. role in helping free nations 
remain free will give a new spark to freedom throughout 
world." 

In order to provide the necessary sense of national purpose 
administratiye flexibility under which to conduct such a program, 
Lansdale srud, "The U.S. needs to declare a 'sub-limited war on 
the Communists in Vietnam and then to wage it successfully. · 
su~h an action is not envisioned by our Constitution, a way 
domg must be found which is consistent with our heritage. 
most nat~ral declaration would be a proclamation by the 
dent, which would state U.S. objectives and clearly outline 
principles of human liberty involved. The U.S. Congress would 
support of these objectives and principles. Implementing 
would then be carried out by Executive Order." 

Although Lansdale felt that the encadrement of U.S. 
had become necessary, he was not critical of Diem. This was 
the cas!'l.with .Will~am Jorden, however. In his report to Taylor 
the.J?ohtlcal Situatl~>r~, Jor~en took the position that "Pressures 
pohtlcal and admmistratlve change in South Viet Nam 
~each~ the explosion point. Without some badly needed .. .,.1·n""'" 
IS unhkely that any program of assistance to that country can 
fully effective." 6 "The arguments in favor of change almost 
chang~," he added, "are impressive." Indeed, "If cha~ge does 
come m an orderl~ way, it will almost certainly come through 
forceful means carried out by an alliance of political and military 
elements.'' 

"'!hese quotations from Lansdale are from a memorandum he sent to Taylor during the trip, 
enbtled "Unconventional Warfare,'' and a subsequent and longer memorandum to Ta,lor enti· 
tied, "Vietnam,'' which was included as part of the unconventional warfare appendix 0 Taylor'• 
re~rt. Both,_ ~nda¥, a':8 l~ted with t.he Taylor, report in the Kennedy Library. 

The Pohttcal Sttuabon m South Vtet Nam, Oct. 30, 1961, included in the Taylor report. 
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In this situation, Jorden said, U.S. options ranged from doing 
nothing to engineering a coup. He rejected both extremes, saying 
that a coup " ... is not something we do well. It has little to rec­
ommend itself." His recommendation was that the U.S. should 
avoid identification with Diem, and should support changes which 
would lead to necessary reforms: 

The situation provides an opportunity for the United States 
to stand once again for change in this part of the world, to 
press for measures that are both efficient and more democrat­
ic. We must identify ourselves with the people of Viet Nam 
and with their aspirations, not with a man or an administra­
tion. We must do what we can to help release the tremendous 
energy, ability and idealism that exist in VietNam. We must 
suggest, not demand; we must advise not dictate; but we must 
not hesitate to stand for the things that we and the Vietnam­
ese know to be worthwhile and just in the conduct of political 
affairs. 

If the new U.S. program resulting from the Taylor mission's rec­
ommendations did not produce the necessary improvement in the 
Vietnamese government, however, Jorden said that the U.S. would 
then have to consider "backing changes that would reduce sharply 
the role of the President [Diem] and would alter his status to that 
of figurehead and symbol." 

In his report for Taylor, Sterling Cottrell was less sanguine about 
the possibility of achieving changes in Diem's government.7 
"Diem," he said, "like Sukarno, Rhee, and Chiang is cast in the 
mold of an oriental despot, and cannot be 'brought around' by 
threats, or insistence on adoption of purely Western concepts. . . . 
Diem, having been subject to military coups, cannot be expected to 
delegate concentrated authority to the military .... Diem is not a 
planner, in the Western sense .... Diem is not a good administra­
tor, in the Western sense." Cottrell's conclusion was that "Given 
the virtual impossibility of changing perceptibly the basic weak­
nesses of Ngo Dinh Diem, and in view of our past unsuccessful ef­
forts to reform the GVN from the top down, we should now direct 
our major efforts from the bottom up, and supply all effective kinds 
of military and economic aid." But Cottrell was opposed to a U.S. 
commitment to Vietnam in the form of a mutual security pact: 
"Since it is an open question whether the GVN can succeed even 
~th U.S. assistance, it would be a mistake for the U.S. to commit 
Itself irrevocably to the defeat of the Communists in SVN." 

In his report to Kennedy, Taylor said that he and his associates 
had considered but rejected "the removal" of Diem because "it 
":ould be dangerous for us to engineer a coup under present tense 
c~rcumstances," and because they believed that Diem's administra­
tive weaknesses could be overcome" ... by bringing about a series 
of de facto administrative changes via persuasion at high levels; 
C?llaboration with Diem's aides who want improved administra­
tion; and by a U.S. operating presence at many working levels, 

'"Viet-Nam," Oct. 27, 1961, included in the Taylor report. 
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using the U.S. presence ... for forcing the Vietnamese to get their 
house in order in one area after another." 8 

A few weeks earlier, a suggestion for handling Diem had been 
made by Frank C. Child, formerly a member of the ~u,, ..... £e;.,u• 

University group in Vietnam. In a memorandum of . 5, 
1961, which was sent to Carl Kaysen of the NSC staff, whom 
gave it to staff member Robert Johnson, Child said that Diem "can 
only postpone defeat . . . he cannot win." "Projecting the present­
trend," he added, "South Viet Nam will surely fall to the Viet 
Cong in 12-18 months .... " There was an alternative, he said, 
after referring to the abortive but poorly led coup of 1960: "There· 
are intelligent and able men in VietNam who could provide effec­
tive leadership and even capture the imagination of the population. 
A military coup-or an assassin's bullet-are the only means by 
which this leadership will ever be exercised." 9 · 

On October 31 Johnson replied to Kaysen: 
. . . the analysis is generally sound. The prescription is one. 

which the Government is unlikely to adopt. We are to 
make at least one more effort to do the job with Diem. It 
been the policy of this Administration to let up somewhat 
continuous haggling with him over reforms. I believe-or 
haps it would be better to say hope-that we will now 
tion our military intervention (if it occurs) on real perto,rrrlartce 
on a whole series of reforms designed primarily 
governmental operations-including military ODier~ttu>ml-m<>re 
efficient. 

With respect to the military aspect of the Taylor 
al for having Americans work side by side with the 
the report Stated, "To execute this program Of limited na·rf'n.<>Y'<>tH<""' 

requires a change in the charter, the spirit, and the 
the MAAG in South Vietnam. It must be shifted 
group to something nearer-but not quite-an 
quarters in a theater of war .... The U.S. should be<!orrte 
partner in the war, avoiding formalized advice on 
trying to run the war, on the other." 10 

In proposing that the U.S. make a military commitment 
8,000 troops, some logistical and some combat, to be sent uu ... £ ..... &J 

under the guise of assisting with recovery from the flood), Taylor,, 
and his group took the position that the U.S. effort to defend Vie~. 
nam could not succeed without such a move. They said they accept- • 
ed the fact that if this first contingent was not adequate, it would 
be difficult to resist the argument that additional troops would be 
needed, and with each increase the prestige of the U.S. would 
become more involved and Communist retaliatory moves more 
likely. Moreover, if U.S. forces were used to protect (close) the fron­
tier and "clean-up" the insurgency in South Vietnam, " ... there 
is no limit to our possible commitment (unless we attack the source 
in Hanoi.)" Despite these risks, the Taylor group, based on unani-

8 For specific suggestions for the assignment of U.S. advisers, see the excerpts from the report 
in PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 652-654. ____ .. 

•Kennedy Library NSF Country File, Vietnam. On Child's typescript someone c...,._ 
through the words ,:-or an 888888in's bullet-are" and added the word "is" after the word 
"coup." See also Child's article "Vietnam-The Eleventh Hour," New Republic (December 1961). 

10PP, Graveled., vol. II, p. 653. 
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rnous agreement among U.S. personnel in Vietnam,.~ well as 
among Vietnamese officials, concluded that such a m1htary com-
mitment was necessary. 11 

. 

In this connection, a section of the report proposed and wr1tten 
by W. W. Rostow posed the question of how the U.S. could effec­
tively combat the i~s':l~gency in . South Vie~n~m, and elsewh~re, 
and raised the poss1b1hty of ultimately strtkmg at North VIet-
nam:12 . 

It is my judgment and that of my colleagues that the Umted 
States must decide how it will cope with Khrushchev's "wars 
of liberation" which are really para-wars of guerrilla aggres­
sion. This is a new and dangerous Communist technique which 
bypasses our traditional political and milita~ respons_es: While 
the final answer lies beyond the scope of thiS report, It IS clear 
to me that the time may come in our relations to Southeast 
Asia when we must declare our intention to attack the source 
of guerrilla aggression in North Vietnam and impose on the 
Hanoi Government a price for participating in the current war 
which is commensurate with the damage being inflicted on its 
neighbors to the south. . " . 

Sterling Cottrell was even more specific. If the combmed U.S.­
GVN efforts are insufficient to reverse the trend," he said, "we 
should then move to the 'Rostow Plan' of applying graduated puni­
tive measures on the DRV with weapons of our choosing." 13 

With respect to covert action, Smith of the CIA, who had been 
responsible for studying this aspect of the situation, recommended 
to Taylor that th~ U.S: should _applr in Vi~tnam the doctrine 
learned from experience m the Phihppm~s and IJ:?- Greece:14 • 

This doctrine generally concerns Itself with three kmds of 
measures that are needed to extinguish classical Maoist guer­
rilla tactics such as those employed in Vietnam. These three 
basic measures are: 

1. The establishment of a tough, mob~le striking f?rce in 
sufficient numbers to meet the guerrillas on their own 
terms and defeat them in the jungles or mountains where 
they thrive. This force, wherever possible, should take ad­
vantage of the technological advantages we possess and 
thus be equipped with the capacity for vertical envelop­
ment by parachute, helicopter, or fixed wing aircraft. The 

11 Ibid., pp. 90-91. In his report to Taylor, General Cr~. the U.S. military representa~ive on 
the mission took the position that the _proposed introduction of U.S. forces mto South V1etnam 
(which he ~ferred to as SEATO Plan 7), while helping the South Vietnamese, "would not con­
tribute substantially to the over-all /roblem of SE Asia. . . ." (Tab D of the T~ylor. report.) 
From the military standpoint, he sai , " ... anr, concept for the defense of SE As1a wh1ch does 
!lOt include Laos or substantial pa~ of it is m1lital'ily unsou~d." The pn:ferred way of defend­
lllg Southeast Asia, he said, was to Implement SEATO Plan 5 m La?&. ThlB.would also have the 
advantage of cutting off infiltration into Vietnam via the Ho Chi Mmh Tra!l, and was therefore 
"the method of saving SVN by intervention offering the greatest chance of success. . . . " 

"PP. Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 98. 
13 Ibid., p. 96. (This was called by some, "Rostow Plan 6.") Taylor and his group proJlO!Ml:d t~e 

8,000..10 000 man force as a token unit to provide an American presence, to proVIde secunty m 
the are~ they were stationed, and to act as an advance party if additional forces were sent sub­
SSquently. Some years later Taylor was asked about the decision to recommend such a limited 
COmmitment. He replied, "Had I known what the future held the better course would have been 
to introduce a strong American combat force ~ht then, and see whether that woul~n't de~r 
the enemy when they saw that indeed the Umted States was ready to fight for thiS place 1f 
necessary." Charlton and Moncrieff, Many Rea80ns Wh;y, pp. 74-75. 

""Covert Annex,'' included in the Taylor report. 
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primary missiOn of this force should be to harrass 
enemy, his lines of communication and his bases of --,.-r-•·JI< 
and to prevent the enemy from fighting "set piece 
gagements. 

2. The sympathy of the populace among which the 
munist guerrillas exist must be denied to the ,..n.nn-"''" 
and won to the side of free forces. This involves a 
variety of programs in the political, psychological, ec<>nCI~ 
ic realm, basic to which is the friendliest possible 
ship between the free forces and the civilian populace. 

3. To the maximum extent feasible and possible, 
fight must be taken to the enemy. The enemy must 
given cause for concern for his own home area and 
restricted in his capability to provide for the needs of 
guerrilla movement in another area. 

Most of the specific covert action proposals in the appendices 
the Taylor report are still classified, but one suggested 
dale, which was never implemented, was to use Chinese ~ ,.,,..,~u•ui:luiQi 
soldiers to provide "human defoliation" in Zone D north of 
which was generally controlled by the Communists: 

The timber in this jungle contains valuable hardwoods. 
the timber concession was let to Chinese Nationalists, 
commercial firm which was composed of veterans who 
teered for the task, the "fire-break" plan of Zone 
might be carried out at minimal cost, with a 
able introduction of Chinese Nationalists, and with 
benefit to both the welfare and morale of Chinese veterans 
Taiwan. A small Vietnamese unit could be attached to such 
outfit, as "protection" to give proper commercial coloration 
the venture. However, the Chinats should be 
arm~ fo~ self-protection, which would include patrolling 
the VlCimty of the lumber operation. The Vietnamese 
could f?rward i~tell!gence reports from this operation, as 
as furmsh coordmatlon when larger Viet Cong units were 
and the Vietnamese Armed Forces were needed for the 
at the enemy. 

L9;nsdal~ also mentioned (this, too, was not implemented) 
consideration was being given to having " ... a group of 
2,000 [Nationalist Chinese] veterans, ages 35-40 to come into 
nam as Vie~namese, rn:ing 's~eep-dipped' in Cholon [the vJJ•u••<>av 

suburb of Saigon] and g~yen VIet!lamese names. They will train 
lag: Self Defens~ Corps m handlmg weapons, patrol action, and 
telhgence reportmg."u 

Washington Debates the Taylor Report 

_lJpon returnin~ to Washington on November 2, 1961, Taylor sub­
mitted. the groups report to the President. On November 4, Taylor 
met .with the ~embers of the NSC, and on November 5 with the 
President, to discuss the report. 

"These proposals are included in Lansdale's memorandum for Taylor "Vietnam " cited 
·~ . . 
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This is William Bundy's account of the November 4 meeting 
chaired by Ball: 16 

The Saturday [November 4, 1961] discussion was long and 
pointed. Almost at once there was dissatisfaction with the half­
in, half-out, nature of the "flood relief task force," and a con­
sensus of disbelief that once thus engaged the US could easily 
decide to pull the force out. McNamara in particular argued 
that the gut issue was whether to make a "Berlin-type" US 
commitment. By this phrase he and others meant a categorical 
pledge to use every US resource to prevent a result [commu­
nist victory]. . . . 

Without such a categorical commitment, the argument ran, 
sending any significant forces was a confused action, while 
with a commitment the question of forces becomes a relatively 
simple question of what was needed for practical missions. To 
use military force for what were conceded to be primarily psy­
chological purposes made not only the JCS but the civilian 
leaders in the Pentagon uneasy. 

In these and subsequent discussions leading up to final decisions 
on November 15, the major issue continued to be that of U.S. mili­
tary involvement. This was intertwined with the problem of Diem's 
leadership, however, and whether, if the U.S. got involved, there 
would be a Vietnamese government worth fighting for. In this con­
nection, in preparation for another White House meeting on No­
vember 7, Washington cabled Ambassador Nolting on November 4, 
requesting his views on the possibility of getting Diem to accept, as 
a quid pro quo for U.S. agreement to a "joint effort," a plan for 
delegating authority in order to make the Vietnamese Government 
more efficient. 1 7 The cable stated, "Feeling is strong that major 
changes will be required if joint effort is to be successful in that US 
cannot be asked further to engage its prestige and forces while ma­
chinery of Diem government remains inadequate and thus full ca­
pabilities South Vietnamese forces and population not be realized." 

The cable proposed several changes, the principal one being that 
a National Emergency Council should be established (based on 
Diem's declaration of a national emergency in October, just prior 
to Taylor's arrival), headed by a key figure ("if possible Vice Presi­
dent Nguyen Ngoc Tho"), with Nguyen Dinh Thuan as Secretary, 
through which all business to and from Diem and the departments 
of the government would be transacted, with Diem's brother Nhu 
as the go-between. 
. Moreover, "a mature hard-headed" American would participate 
In all decisions of the Council, and coordinate with the U.S. Gov­
ernment. 

Nolting replied on November 7 that Diem would probably agree 
to the establishment of such a council, but probably only if it were 
c~~red by Nhu. Concerning the proposal for an American to par­
ticipate in council decisions, Nolting said he did not think Diem 
Would agree. "This step would, I think, be interpreted bX him and 
by most Vietnamese as handing over Govt of SVN to US. ' 18 

••Bundy MS., ch. 4, pp. 22-28. Notee of the meeting are still cl888ified. 
"Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Washington to Saigon 645, Nov. 4, 1961. 
'"Saigon to Washington 608, Nov. 7, I96I, same location. 
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During debate on the Taylor report various approaches were 
posed by the various participants. Defense supported Taylor's 
ommendations, but preferred a larger force, while most 
ers in State (Washington, not Saigon or Bangkok) nr•3fPrr,::•rl 
and stronger programs to exact a better performance from 
and deployment of U.S. forces only if these failed. 

In both Defense and State there was concern about the 
quences of Taylor's proposal to send only a small force to 
in connection with flood relief. As NSC staff member Robert 
son told McGeorge Bundy on October 31, "many in Washington 
convinced that the longer the forces remained in Viet-Nam, 
more they would come under attack and the more they 
become involved in combat." This, he said, led to the ... vJ ........... .,£u~o 
that "If we do not intend to be forced out of SEA [Southeast 
altogether, there is real doubt as to whether, once we ... vJ'""'" 
forces, we could withdraw them until reasonable security had 
restored in VietNam." Thus, Johnson said, " ... in making a 
sion on the Taylor proposal we need to face and to decide in 
ple the question of whether we are prepared, if necessary, to 
up very considerably our military commitment in Viet Nam. If 
commit 6-8,000 troops and then pull them out when the going 
rough we will be finished in Viet Nam and probably in all 
Southeast Asia." 

Johnson reported that the Vietnam Task Force had 
alternative to Taylor's plan, under which only 1500 
part combat and part logistical, would be sent to the 
They would be assigned to work only on flood relief, and a.-uvu.fli£ 

prepared to defend themselves, they would withdraw if c:n•·a"''-'C\1 

Meanwhile, the U.S. would make the commitment of l:lu'ulL•vu'GJ 
troops contingent on Vietnam's performance, as well as .... 1"-'·"IS 

decision, should such troops be sent, to move to a full-scale SEA 
operation. 19 

Robert Johnson's own position on the Taylor group's pr,opclsaJJ 
was one of general concurrence. While he thought there 
agreement in principle to commit combat forces if necessary, he 
not believe they should be sent at that time. Concerning the 
posal for attacking Hanoi, he told Rostow that he shared ' 
Bill Bundy's doubts as to whether we will, in fact, be able to 
vince the neutrals of the justice and our allies of the wisdom 
such a course .... "zo 

By November 14 (six days later), however, Johnson had 
ly agreed to the proposed deployment of some U.S. troops 
nam. In a memorandum to Rostow he said: 21 

I fear that we are losing a strategic moment for the in 
tion of U.S. troops units. The world has been made aware .. 
the crisis in Viet Nam as a result of the Taylor mission. Both 
the [Communist] Bloc and the Free World are going to look 
upon the actions we take now as the key to our future actions 
no matter what we may say. A plate glass window on the 17th 

19Same location. 
20Johnson memo toW. W. Rostow, Nov. 8, 1961, same location. Three months earlier Johnson 

had taken the position that U.S. forces might have to be sent to Laos. See fn. 151, p. 61. 
21 Kennedy Library, NSF Country File. 
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parallel or a flood relief task force could make a great political 
difference not only in Viet Nam, but in the whole area. Such 
intervention later might have much less political effect and 
may have to be on a much larger scale to have military effect. 
In any event, in the interim uncertainty as to our intentions 
will grow. 

Johnson was also concerned about "the relationship between our 
actions and the diplomatic noise we make." He thought it would be 
a mistake to tell other nations, especially the Soviet Union, that 
the U.S. intended to defend Vietnam before deciding to do so. "I 
myself think," he said, "that we ought to decide now the key ques­
tion of whether we are prepared to introduce combat troops if nec­
essary even if we are not going to introduce them now. That is ob­
viously the ultimate test of whether we are prepared to prevent the 
fall of Viet Nam." 

If troops were not sent, Johnson added, the U.S. should make 
clear its intention to defend South Vietnam, either by agreeing to 
the request of the South Vietnamese for a bilateral defense agree­
ment, or by an announcement that the U.S. considered its SEATO 
obligations binding regardless of the position of other SEA TO coun­
tries.22 

NSC staff member Robert Komer again urged military interven­
tion, and on October 31 he sent a memo to McGeorge Bundy 
making the argument "why over-reacting, if anything, is best at 
this point": 23 

Though no admirer of domino theory, I doubt if our position 
in SEA could survive "loss" of S. Vietnam on top of that of 
Laos. Moreover, could Administration afford yet another 
defeat, domestically? 

Perhaps there are alternatives to sending US troops which 
would have fair chance of doing the job. But I doubt it. And if 
the alternatives fail, we still face the question of sending 
troops-at a later and less satisfactory time. 

The case for acting now is that in the long run it is likely to 
be the most economical. True, we may end up with something 
approaching another Korea, but I think the best way of avoid­
ing this is to move fast now before the war spreads to the 
extent that a Korean type commitment is required. 

Sending troops now would also lead to much recrimination 
and some risks of escalation, but both risks and recriminations 
would be much greater, say, a year from now when the whole 
situation is a lot more heated up. 

Admittedly, intervention alone does not solve our problem­
but at least it buys us time to do so. . . . 

. . . I'm no happier than anyone about getting involved in 
another squalid, secondary theatre in Asia. But we'll end up 
doing so sooner or later anyway because we won't be willing to 
accept another defeat. If so, the real question is not whether 
but how soon and how much! 

f 12This interpretation which was subsequently stated in the so-called Rusk·Thanat agreement 
0 March 1962, had been first raised in March 1961. See fn. 102, p. 114. 

So
••Kennedy Library, NSF Regional Security File, Southeast Asia General, 1961, "The Risks in 
utheast Asia." (emphasis in original) 
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Komer added, however, "If we move in, we must exact in 
from Diem a whole series of iron-clad commitments." 

Harriman, Bowles, as well as John Kenneth Galbraith (a 
vard economist, then U.S. Ambassador to India) and 
Chayes (a member of the Harvard law school faculty, and at 
time serving as the Legal Adviser of the State Department), 
posed variations of an alternative plan. To avoid military ... t-."'~ ...... -
tion, as well as a long-term U.S. commitment to Vietnam, they 
ommended the neutralization of Vietnam along the lines of 
agreement being negotiated for Laos. In memoranda for the 
dent, Harriman, as well as Galbraith and Chayes, also argued 
the U.S. should seek to impress upon Diem, in the strongest 
ble terms, that, as Harriman said, "we mean business about 
nal reform." 24 This, they said, would require a very strong 
sador, who could make these demands stick. Galbraith and 
suggested Harriman, David E. Lilienthal or George C. 

In an earlier personal letter on October 17 to Arthur ::::iChlElSUilg•~• 
Jr., one of Kennedy's assistants, Harriman had expressed the 
that the Taylor group would pay particular attention to the 
cal situation in Vietnam. "I am afraid that some feel that ......... '"& 

action will cure political difficulties. Our experience with 
Kai-Shek may not be quite applicable, although it has some 
larity. Against the value of the introduction of American troops 
strengthen morale, there is certain adverse political reaction 
ticularly when a country has just emerged from colonial rule.': 

In another communication on October 13, Harriman said he 
ognized, however, that "we may be sitting on a powder keg 
may blow up." And he added a sentence of considerable ini·,.,.,. .. t 

retrospect, given the key part he played in the U.S. role in 
coup against Diem two years later: "This might not necessarily 
disastrous if set off by constructive forces." 25 

Although the relevant documents on this subject are not 
available, there is some evidence that the President took 
the proposal of Harriman, Galbraith and Chayes. He u«>'-u'"'~'u 
with Harriman and Galbraith, and then on November 7 with 
braith, Rusk, and Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, 
was in Washington on an official visit. However, while he 
have been attracted to the idea of avoiding a long-term cotmlllll1 
!0-e~t, as well ~ ~ilitary intervention, the President ended up 
Jectmg neutrahzatwn as an alternative. 

In a later interview, Chayes commented on the lack of "'"'nn1'11 
for the proposal in the State Department.26 

. . . it didn't fly partly because we didn't have 
people for it. Bowles was at that time on his way out. He 
not a powerful figure. I think Harlan Cleveland [Assistant 
~etar:y of S~att; for International Organization Affairs] 
Identified With It, also. We had all of the non-power in the 
partment, and so it just never flew. We talked to the :-;,.,r-,.Atar 

."Harriman's memorandum of Nov. 11, 1961, is in the Kennedy Library, NSF 
VIetnam, and the Galbraith-Chayes memorandum of Nov. 3 is in POF Country File 
General. For Bowles' position see Promises to Keep, pp. 408-409. ' 

.. The communications of Oct. 13 and 17 are in the Kennedy Library, POF Country File, 
nam General Security, 1961. 

••cRS Interview with Abram Chayes, Oct. 18, 1978. 
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about it, but it was simply regarded as not within the realm of 
possibility. 

In some ways the most interesting paper during this period, in 
terms of the range of possibilities being considered and their likely 
outcomes, was a memorandum prepared only in draft by William 
Bundy, entitled "Reflections on the Possible Outcomes of US Inter­
vention in South Vietnam." 27 This, said Bundy, was "the range of 
possible outcomes": 

"Good" Scenarios 
Scenario A: Diem takes heart and also takes the meas­

ures needed to improve efficiency, with only the 8000 man 
force and US specialist help. Hanoi heeds our warning and 
lays low, so that control is reasserted in South Vietnam. 
(Laos is a big question mark here and in other Scenarios.) 

Scenario B: The struggle continues to go against Diem, 
and his own efforts at improvement are feeble. Thus, the 
US moves into the driver's seat and eventually brings the 
situation under control, using forces on the scale of 25,000-
75,000. Hanoi and Peiping do not intervene directly, and 
we do not attack Hanoi. 

Scenario C: As the struggle becomes prolonged, the US 
strikes at Hanoi (or Hanoi and Peiping intervene overtly). 
The U.S. wins the resulting conflict, i.e. obtains at least a 
restoration of the status quo, after inflicting such punish­
ment on Hanoi and/or Peiping that further aggressive 
moves are forestalled for a long time to come. 

"Bad" &enarios 
Scenario X: The US decides not to put in the 8000 men, 

or later forces, and Diem is gradually overcome. 
Scenario Y: The US puts in the 8000 men, but when 

Diem fails to improve his performance pulls out and lets 
him be overcome. 

Scenario Z: Moscow comes to the aid of Hanoi and Peip­
ing, supplying all necessary equipment (including a limited 
supply of air-deliverable nuclear weapons to retaliate in 
kind against US use) so that the outcome is a stalemate in 
which great destruction is wreaked on the whole area. 

* * • • • • • 
Of these, only A is truly a good outcome from all long­

term standpoints-it stiffens us generally vis-a-vis the 
Bloc, holds the area (save perhaps Laos), does not discomfit 
us unduly in the neutral world, excellent for domestic US 
w~ll and drive. Only trouble is-it's unlikely! However, it is 
~bll so much better than any other that it is worth accept­
mg some added degree of difficulty in achieving Band C to 
give A every chance to happen. 

The chc;>ice between B and C is a hard one. Despite all 
our warnmgs and Jorden Reports, our case of aggression 
against Hanoi will not convince neutrals of its accuracy 
and justice, or major allies of its wisdom and practicality. 

"'Kenn~y ~i~rary, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Second Draft, Nov. 7, 1961. (asterisks and 
emphases m ongmall 
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On the other hand, B is a road that has almost no end in 
sight. The US is poorly cast as a permanent protecting 
power, but the local capabilities would be so low at the end 
of such a struggle that we would almost have to assume 
that role. There is a very considerable chance that under 
continuing US protection, South Vietnam and the area as 
a whole would become a wasting asset and an eyesore that 
would greatly hamper all our relations worldwide. On the 
whole, the short-term onus attached to C may be prefera­
ble. However, as we play the hand toward C (especially if 
we use Moscow as the channel to Hanoi) we may well raise 
the chances of Moscow acting to bring on Z. 

On the "bad" side, X and Z are clearly nightmares. 
Though X means loss of the area for a long time to come, 
it is probably better in the long run-than Z. The chances of 
the Soviets acting to bring about Z do not appear great in 
the short run, but we must certainly try to keep those 
chances low (e.g., by making our dealings with Moscow pri· 
vate). 

Y is also a nightmare. It loses the area. Moreover, vis-a­
vis the Bloc it would be worse than X, since they would 
take it as an almost final proof that we would not stand 
up. It might have some compensating gains in the neutral 
world, at least in the short run. But on the whole it seems 
the worst possible outcome. 

The basic strategic issues are: 
a. How long to give A a chance? 
b. Whether B is preferable to the weighted odds of C 

vs. Z? 
On November 2, 1961, President Kennedy also received a memo­

randum from Senator Mansfield urging him not to send combat 
forces to Vietnam:2s 

The sending of American armed forces to VietNam may be 
the wrong way and probably would be, in present circum­
stances. In the first place, we would be engaged without the 
support of significant allies. Our troops would be engaged by 
third-string communist forces (North Vietnamese). Then, they 
could very well become engaged against the second-string-the 
Chinese Communists, who might be drawn into the fray and 
could outmatch us and our Asian allies many times in man­
power. If American combat units land in VietNam, it is con­
ceivable that the Chinese Communists would do the same. 
With shorter lines of communication and transportation, with 
much more manpower available, South Viet Nam, on that 
basis, could become a quicksand for us. Where does an involve­
ment of this kind end even if we can bring it to a successful 
conclusion? In the environs of Saigon? At the 17th parallel? At 
Hanoi? At Canton? At Peking? Any involvement on the main­
land of Asia would seem to me to weaken our military capabil­
ity in Berlin and Germany and, again, leave the Russians un­
committed. 

10Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, "The Vietnamese and Southeaat Asia Situa­
tion." 
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It appears to me that the presence of American combat 
troops in South Viet Nam could be misinterpreted in the 
minds of millions of Southeast Asians and could well be consid­
ered as a revival of colonial force. Moreover, we must be ex­
tremely wary of any seemingly simple solution that would 
have Asian SEATO nations do the intervening at our behest to 
avoid this appearance. If we give them the go-ahead, then 
there is every likelihood that we shall have to follow militarily 
or if we do not, we will suffer disastrous repercussions through­
out all of Asia and we will indeed become the laughing stock of 
the world. 

While VietNam is very important, we cannot hope to substi­
tute armed power for the kind of political and economic social 
changes that offer the best resistance to communism. If the 
necessary reforms have not been forthcoming over the past 
seven years to stop communist subversion and rebellion, then I 
do not see how American combat troops can do it today. I 
would wholeheartedly favor, if necessary and feasible, a sub­
stantial increase of American military and economic aid to 
VietNam, but leave the responsibility of carrying the physical 
burden of meeting communist infiltration, subversion, and 
attack on the shoulders of the South Vietnamese, whose coun­
try it is and whose future is their chief responsibility. 

Mansfield added that if U.S. combat forces were sent to Vietnam, 
this" ... might provide that bare minimum of effectiveness which 
would permit a solution of the guerrilla problem in South Viet 
Nam or prevent further encroachment southward-assuming of 
course that the Chinese Communists, let alone the Russians, do not 
become involved. Even then, we will have achieved a 'victory' 
whose fruits, if we could conserve them, will cost us billions of dol­
lars in military and aid expenditures over the years into the 
future." 

As an alternative, and in order to minimize U.S. involvement, 
Mansfield recommended larger and more effective economic and 
political programs by which to increase popular support for the 
Diem government and democratic participation in politics at all 
levels. Among these recommendations, which he said he had first 
made in a memorandum to Kennedy on September 20, 1961, Mans­
field advocated "a dramatic and sincere effort to enlist Vietnamese 
intellectuals in all aspects of the government's activities, primarily 
by the lifting of the shroud of fear which hangs over political life 
in Saigon and by acceptance of a genuine opposition in the Nation­
al Assembly." 29 He also proposed "A campaign by Diem and his 
officials to develop close personal ties with the people by a continu­
ous [Lyndon] Johnson-like shirt-sleeve campaign from one end of 
the country to the other." 

Here, once again, is an example of the tendency to apply Ameri­
can values and practices to Vietnam. Although Mansfield had more 
training and experience in Asian cultural and political traditions 
than most Members of Congress and many U.S. officials dealing 
with Vietnam, his basic frame of reference was his own cultural 

10The Kennedy Library staff reports that it cannot find the Sept. 20 memorandum from 
Mansfield. 
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and political training and experience. Thus, he apparently assumed 
that an American-style political campaign technique would produce 
similar results in Vietnam. 

On November 8, as the debate on the Taylor report continued, 
the Defense Department circulated its draft of a memorandum to 
the President signed by McNamara, Gilpatric and the JCS. They 
endorsed Taylor's recommendations, but advocated a much clearer 
and stronger U.S. commitment to the defense of Vietnam. Such a 
commitment, they also argued, should be supported by whatever 
military action might be necessary, and the announcement of the 
commitment should be accompanied by a warning through diplo- · 
matic channels to the North Vietnamese to desist or risk punitive 
actions. This is the text of that important memorandum: 30 

MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT 
The basic issue framed by the Taylor Report is whether 

the U.S. shall: 
a. Commit itself to the clear objective of preventing · 

the fall of South Vietnam to Communism, and 
b. Support this commitment by necessary immediate 

military actions and preparations for possible later ac­
tions. 

The Joint Chiefs, Mr. Gilpatric, and I have reached the 
following conclusions: 

1. The fall of South Vietnam to Communism would 
lead to the fairly rapid extension of Communist con­
trol, or complete accommodation to Communism, in 
the rest of mainland Southeast Asia and in Indonesia.· 
The strategic implications worldwide, particularly in: 
the Orient, would be extremely serious. · 

2. The chances are against, probably sharply; 
against, preventing that fall by any measures short or . 
the introduction of U.S. forces on a substantial scale. , 
We accept General Taylor's judgment that the 
measures proposed by him short of this are useful 
will not in themselves do the job of restoring 
dence and setting Diem on the way to winning 
fi~. i 

3. The introduction of a U.S. force of the magnitude,· 
of an initial 8,000 men in a flood relief context will bel 
Of great help to Diem. However, it will not convince~. 
the other side (whether the shots are called from~ 
Moscow, Peiping, or Hanoi) that we mean business.) 
Moreover, it probably will not tip the scales decisively •. 
We would be almost certain to get increasingly mired t · 
down in an inconclusive struggle. 

4. The other side can be convinced we mean busi·, 
ness only if we accompany the initial force introduc-, 
tion by a clear commitment to the full objective stated ~ · 
above, accompanied by a warning through some chan­
nel to Hanoi that continued support of the Viet Cong 

so PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 108-109. 

87 

will lead to punitive retaliation against North Viet­
nam. 

5. If we act in this way, the ultimate possible extent 
of our military commitment must be faced. The strug­
gle may be prolonged and Hanoi and Peiping may in­
tervene overtly. In view of the logistic difficulties 
faced by the other side, I believe we can assume that 
the maximum U.S. forces required on the ground in 
Southeast Asia will not exceed 6 divisions, or about 
205,000 men (CINCPAC Plan 32-59, Phase IV). Our 
military posture is, or with the addition of more Na­
tional Guard or regular Army divisions, can be made, 
adequate to furnish these forces without serious inter­
ference with our present Berlin plans. 

6. To accept the stated objective is of course a most 
serious decision. Military force is not the only element 
of what must be a most carefully co-ordinated set of 
actions. Success will depend on factors many of which 
are not within our control-notably the conduct of 
Diem himself and other leaders in the area. Laos will 
remain a major problem. The domestic political impli­
cations of accepting the objective are also grave, al­
though it is our feeling that the country will respond 
better to a firm initial position than to courses of 
action that lead us in only gradually, and that in the 
meantime are sure to involve casualties. The over-all 
effect on Moscow and Peiping will need careful weigh­
ing and may well be mixed; however, permitting 
South Vietnam to fall can only strengthen and encour­
age them greatly. 

7. In sum: 
a. We do not believe major units of U.S. forces 

should be introduced in South Vietnam unless we 
are willing to make an affirmative decision on the 
issue stated at the start of this memorandum. 

b. We are inclined to recommend that we do 
commit the U.S. to the clear objective of prevent­
ing the fall of South Vietnam to Communism and 
that we support this commitment by the neces­
sary military actions. 

c. If such a commitment is agreed upon, we sup­
port the recommendations of General Taylor as 
the first steps toward its fulfillment. 

The McNamara-Gilpatric.JCS memorandum had been drafted by 
William Bundy, who says that his first draft of November 5 "took 
the Taylor recommendations to their logical conclusion." Before 
the memo was sent to the President on November 8, however, 
Bundy says that the words "inclined to recommend" (in 7. b.) were 
~dded because of the " ... steady growth of doubt all that week." 

. . . . the sense of how much any commitment depended on South 
VIetnamese performance was sinking in," he adds. "It was one 
thing to commit the US to the defense of Berliners who had shown 
themselves staunch in the hardest adversity. It was quite another 
to make a categorical commitment in a South Vietnam whose polit-
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ical divisions and weaknesses had now been highlighted more than 
ever by the Taylor Report and its Annexes." 31 

Although the Defense Department and the JCS had reached 
common agreement on a position, the State Department was more 
divided. State's representatives on the trip, Cottrell and Jorden, 
concurred with the recommendations of the Taylor group, but Sec­
retary of State Rusk had some serious reservations, and he cabled : 
from Tokyo on November 1 that " ... special attention should be 
given to critical question whether Diem is prepared take necessary 
measures to give us something worth supporting. If Diem unwilling 
trust military commanders to get job done and take steps to consol­
idate non-communist elements into serious national effort, difficult 
to see how handful American troops can have decisive influence. 
While attaching greatest possible importance to security in SEA, I 
would be reluctant to see U.S. make major additional commitment 
American prestige to a losing horse." 32 . 

George Ball, Under Secretary of State for Economic Affairs, who 
was to replace Chester Bowles as the Under Secretary of State a 
few weeks later, had even more serious reservations about the pro­
posed use of U.S. troops. Ball, a New York international lawyer,. 
who had been associated with the French on legal matters during 
the last years of French military operations in Indochina, thought 
that the U.S. would suffer a fate similar to that of France if it 
became militarilr, involved in Vietnam: ". . . I knew something · 
about Indochina,' he said in a later interview,33 "and the people 
around me, really, had very little background. This is one of the 
observations that I would make out of our whole Vietnam experi~ 
ence, the tragedy of the fact that people who were making deci­
sions really had so little historical acquaintance with earlier situa­
tions that could have cast considerable light on this. I used to sit in 
meetings with the President, and McNamara would be holding. 
forth and I would say, 'Well, Bob, look, I've heard all of that before; 
the kill ratios, the cost effectiveness aspects of various operations, · 
the body counts. The French had exactly the same statistics and 
they lost."' · 

Ball discussed the Taylor recommendations with McNamara and 
McGeorge Bundy, who argued that the commitment should be 
made even if it should ultimately require, as Ball predicted, a large .' 
U.S. troop commitment. Ball also made his case with the Presi· 
dent: 34 

I told Kennedy at that time that if we went down that road, . 
we would have 300,000 men in the jungles and paddies in five 
years' time and that it was an impossible terrain, both politi­
cally and militarily, and that the last thing in the world we 
ought to do is get involved in this. But he said, "Well, George, I 
always thought you were one of the arighter guys in town, but 
I think you're crazier than hell. It isn't going to happen." 311 

31 Bundy MS., ch. 4, f.P· 25-26. 
••PP, Graveled., vo. II, p. 105. See also George Ball's comment in his memoirs, The Po.t HM 

Another Pattern (New York: W. W. Norton, 1982), p. 368. 
33CRS Interview with George Ball, Sept. 30, 1980. 
.. Ibid. See also George Ball, The Po.t Ha11 Another Pattern, p. 366 . 
.. In another interview Ball stated that Kennedy probably meant that he would not let lt 

happen, but, Ball added, "I will only remind you that at the time he was killed we had 16,600 , 
Continued 
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At about this same time Kennedy met with John J. McCloy, a 
senior U.S. business leader with extensive U.S. Government experi­
ence, who told the President that he should consider very carefully 
making a commitment to Vietnam of the kind recommended by 
Taylor because once the U.S. became involved it would be very dif­
ficult to withdraw. According to a report of that meeting, "Kenne­
dy stated that he had very few, if any options .... McCloy thought 
President Kennedy felt he could do this [increase U.S. involvement] 
without making an irretrievable commitment." 36 

There were also warnings in a Special National Intelligence Esti­
mate prepared on November 5, 1961.37 According to the Pentagon 
Papers summary of this prophetic SNIE, which reviewed the proba­
ble responses of the Communists to increasing levels of U.S. mili­
tary action, "The gist of the SNIE was that North Vietnamese 
would respond to an increased U.S. commitment with an offsetting 
increase in infiltrated support for the VietCong .... On the pros­
pects for bombing the North, the SNIE implies that threats to 
bomb would not cause Hanoi to stop its support for the Viet Cong, 
and that actual attacks on the North would bring a strong response 
from Moscow and Peiping, who would regard the defense of North 
Vietnam against such an attack as imperative."3 8 

Action on the Taylor Report 

On November 8, the day McNamara sent the DOD..JCS memo­
randum to Kennedy, there was another top-level meeting without 
the President, at which the State Department took the position 
that the decision to send forces should be postponed, but that all of 
the other Taylor recommendations should be accepted. According 
to William Bundy's account of the meeting, "On the issue of com­
mitting the US to prevent the fall of South Vietnam, the discussion 
that day was inconclusive. On the one hand, it was thought that a 
posture of total firmness, communicated privately to Hanoi and 
with the implicit threat of bombing of the North, might cause a 
drop in Communist external support for the VC. On the other 
h~nd, it was strongly argued by George Ball that to make a com­
m1tment and yet stop short of immediate major units was the 
worst of both worlds."39 

On November 11, 1961, in order to give the President an interde­
partmental policy paper which he could accept and on which he 
could act, Rusk and McNamara sent a joint memorandum to Ken­
!ledy (drafted by William Bundy and U. Alexis Johnson) incorporat­
Ing the findings and recommendations of the Taylor mission and 
the Mc~amara-Gilpatric-JCS memorandum, including the recom­
mendation for a greatly increased MAAG. Based on the discussions 

~:n in Vie_tnam and there. were _two or ~hree thousand more ready to go over. So that certainly 
8 escaWhlatton was proceedmg fa1rly rapidly at that point." Charlton and Moncrieff Many Rea· 
~ ~~m . 

B ••cki.ted by ~l~e H. Gelb with Richard K. Betts, The Irony of Vietnam (Washington D.C.: 
~ 1nga Institution, 1979), p. 77, fn. 35. ' 

of FoSrNexcerpts of this SNI~. which is still classified, see PP, Graveled., vol. II, p. 107. The text 
32fn IE on the same subJect prepared on Oct. 10, 1961, is in ibid., DOD ed., book 11, pp. 313-

:: Ibid., Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 107-108. 
Bundy MS., ch. 4, p. 28. 
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of previous days, they did not recommend, however, that U 
combat forces be sent in the initial phase of the proposed 

"The loss of South Viet-Nam to Communism," they said, in 
scribing U.S. interests in defending Vietnam, "would not only 
stroy SEATO but would undermine the credibility of 
commitments elsewhere. Further, loss of South Viet-Nam 
stimulate bitter domestic controversies in the United States 
would be seized upon by extreme elements to divide the Pnr•nT, ... 

and harass the Administration." They described the U.S. ob~lectivw 
as follows: 

The United States should commit itself to the clear vv, .......... """ 

of preventing the fall of South Viet-Nam to Communism. 
basic means for accomplishing this objective must be to put 
Government of South Viet-Nam into a position to win its 
war against the guerrillas. We must insist that that yn"'"' ... •~· 
ment itself take the measures necessary for that 
change for large-scale United States assistance in the ...... ~'"&.J 
economic a.nd political fields. At the same time we must 
nize that it will probably not be possible for the GVN to 
this war as long as the flow of men and supplies from N 
Viet-Nam continues unchecked and the guerrillas enjoy a 
sanctuary in the neighboring territory. 

We should be prepared to introduce United States o..;v•uuc"' 

forces if that should become necessary for success . .ut:JJt::uuicu ... 

upon the circumstances, it may also be necessary for 
States forces to strike at the source of the aggression in 
Viet-Nam. 

With respect to putting the Government of South Vietnam "into 
a position to win its own war against the guerrillas," Rusk and 
McNamara endorsed the recommendations of Taylor's group for 
series of actions to help strengthen Vietnamese military and 
ernmental activities. Most of these would involve the 
of U.S. military or civilian personnel in the administration 
programs, including a recommendation to "Provide individual 
ministrators and advisers for insertion into the Governmental rna• 
chinery of South Viet-Nam in types and numbers to be agreed' 
upon by the two Governments." 

With respect to U.S. forces, the memorandum differentiated be-. 
tween "(A) Units of modest size required for the direct support of 
South Viet-Namese military effort, such as communications, heli· 
copter and other forms of airlift, reconnaissance aircraft, naval pa· 
trols, intelligence units, etc.," which should be sent "as speedily as • 
possible," and "(B) larger organized units with actual or potential 
direct military missions ... [which] pose a more serious problem 
in that they are much more significant from the point of view of 
domestic and international political factors and greatly increase 
the probabilities of Communist bloc escalation." Moreover, the use 
of forces in category (B) ". . . involves a certain dilemma: if there ·· 
is a strong South-Vietnamese effort, they may not be needed; if 
there is not such an effort, United States forces could not accom­
plish their mission in the midst of an apathetic or hostile popula-

••The text of the memorandum is in PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 110-116. 
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· n " ("This point " William Bundy says, "hammered out in oral 
tiO~ments I well ~ecall, bore heavily on the recommendation to dr fer decision and planted itself deeply in the minds of all those 
who had parti~ipated in the policy process during the week.")41 

• 

Rusk and McNamara recomme11ded that to prepare for possible 
deployment of U.S. forces the Department of Defense should make 
lans for the use of troops for one or more of these purposes: . 

p (a) Use of a significant number of United States forces to stg-
nify United States determination to defend South Viet-Nam 
and to boost South Viet-Nam morale. 

(b) Use of substantial United States forces t? as~ist in ~up­
pressing Viet Cong insurgency short of engagmg m deta.Iled 
counter-guerrilla operations but including relevant operatwns 
in North Viet-Nam. 

(c) Use of United States forces to deal with the situation if 
there is organized Communist .military ~ntervention .. 

In their discussion of the question of usmg larger umts of U.S. 
forces in Vietnam, Rusk and M~Namara ~a~e one very importa~t 
point which reflected Kennedy s own posttion, as well as Harn­
man's: "It must be understood that the introduction of American 
combat forces into Viet-Nam prior to a Laotian settlement would 
run a considerable risk of stimulating a Communist break of the 
cease fire and a resumption of hostilities in Laos." They added t~is 
highly significant ~omm.ent, which i~ itself mig~t .have been constd­
ered adequate justification for delaymg the dectston to. send lar~er 
units of U.S. forces: "After a Laotian settlement, the mtroductwn 
of United States forces into Viet-Nam could serve to stabilize the 
position both in Viet-Nam and in Laos by registering our determi­
nation to see to it that the Laotian settlement was as far as the 
United States would be willing to see Communist influence in 
Southeast Asia develop." 

This paper was then discussed by the President with Rusk, 
McNamara Taylor, and General Lemnitzer, at a meeting that 
same day (November 11, 1961). The President went into .the meet­
ing armed with a set of eight questions prepared for h1m by the 
White House staff which raised such issues as whether the pro­
gram proposed by Rusk and McNamara would be effective without 
the 8,000-10,000 military force recommended by Taylor •. how the 
U.S. would explain to Diem its reasons for not se!ldmg th~se 
troops, under what circumstances the U.S. would constde~ sendmg 
such troops, whether the offer of assistan~e was to ~~ conti~gent on 
reforms and whether the commitment should be a pubhc act or 
an inte;nal policy decision of the U.S. Government."42

• 

According to William Bundy's account of the meeti~g (the only 
one available) Kennedy agreed with the recommendatwn of Rusk 
and McNama~a not to send U.S. forces at that time: " ... the 
thrust of the President's thinking was clear-sending organized 
forces was a step so grave that it should be avoided if this was hu-

.. Bundy MS., ch. 4, p. 30 . 

.. Kennedy Library POF Country File, Vietnam General Security, 1961. Attached to this is 
the Rusk-McNamara' memorandum which had been transmitted that mornin~ by U. Alexis 
Johnson to McGeorge Bundy "for discUSBion with the President at the noon meetmg today." The 
text of that memorandum and of the memorandum as printed in the Pentagon Papers is identi­
cal. 



92 

manly possible." Bundy adds that although the Rusk-McNamara 
memorandum had recommended a ". . . categorical commitment 
to prevent the loss of South Vietnam, JFK decided at this meeting 
not to do this. . . . As I recall the sense of the discussion, there · 
was a distinct switch to support George Ball's argument that a flat 
commitment without combat forces was the worst of both· 
worlds."43 

Following the meeting of November 11, the President met again 
with Rusk and McNamara on November 14.44 Prior to the meeting 
he received a memorandum from Rostow urging that he approve a 
program of action in Vietnam which would demonstrate U.S. deci­
siveness and resolve and thereby strengthen the hand of the 
United States in any subsequent negotiations.415 Rostow said, "It ia 
universally agreed that the objective of the proposed exercise in 
Viet-Nam is to induce the Communists to cease infiltration, return 
to the Geneva Accord, while assisting South Viet-Nam in reducing 
the force of some 16,000 guerrillas now operating in the country. · 
This track unquestionably will require extensive talks with the 
Bloc countries and, at some stage, probably formal negotiations." 
He argued, however, that the U.S. should put deeds before words; if 
it did not, the Communists would use the negotiations as a pretext 
behind which to continue to "dismantle" South Viet-Nam, and 
there would also be a " ... major crisis of nerve in Viet-Nam and 
throughout Southeast Asia. The image of U.S. unwillingness to con• 
front Communism-induced by the Laos performance-will be r& · 
garded as definitively confirmed. There will be real panic and di&o 
array." 

"In Viet-Nam," Rostow said, "the gut issue is not whether Diem 
is or is not a good ruler .... The gut issue is whether we shall • 
tinue to accept the systematic infiltration of men from outside 

40Bundy MS., ch. 4, p. 31. In several memoirs and other SOUI'C88 on the period it has 
argued that because the NSAM directing the implementation of the President's decision of 
15 did not include the statement of the lJ.S. objective contained in the Rusk·McNamara 
randum, the President was thereby refraining from endorsing that objective. tu•no<wn 
NSAM did not contain any rhetorical commitment to the defense of South 
Taylor exJ.llained that Kennedy probably_ saw no need for such a statement in 
the commitment had been mede in the NSAM of May 11. According to Taylor, "President 
nedy never indicated anY. opposition of which I was aware to the thesis that we must 
pared to go all the way If we took this first ste~ne of the prime lessons of the Bay of 
Swords and Plowshares, p. 248. This interpretation is further confirmed by the State 
ment's Nav. 15 cable to Ambassador Nolting explaining the President's decision, which 
clear that although the decision on troops was being postponed, partly to avoid int.arfE!rillllr 
the Laos negotiations, and partly in order to try other methods first, combet fol'C811 
sent if necessary. The t.!xt of the cable is in PP, OOD ed., book 11, pp. 4()().405. 

Rostow himself wrote that "As Kennedy rose from the cabinet table, having indicated the eJ.e. 
mente in the Taylor report he finallf approved, he remarked: 'If this doesn't work perhaps we'll 
have to try Walt's Plan Six'; that 18, direct attack on North Vietnam. He acted, in short, ill· 
precisely the spirit of Taylor's and my paraphrase of his view as of August 4: he took the mini- . 
mum steps he judged necessary to stabilize the situation, leaving its resolution for the lonpl' 
future, but quite conscious that harder decisions might lie ahead." The Diffusion of Power, p. . 
278. 

John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, p. 246, adds this explanation: "The full Taylor­
Rostow recommendations, he (Kennedy] thought, would have constituted too abrupt an esi:aiJI­
tion of pressure; he preferred, mst.!ad, a more gredual approach, involving an increase of Amerl· 
can economic and military aid to Saigon, together with the introduction of U.S. 'advisers.' Noth­
ing in this procedure precluded the dispatch of ground troops at a later dat.! if that should 
become necessary .... Kennedy's actions reflected doubts only about the appropriat.! level of 
response necessary to demonstrat.! American resolve, not about the importance of making that 
demonstration in the first place.'' 

.. At this writing, there are no available notes on this meeting. 

.. Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
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the operations from outside of a guerrilla war against him which 
has built up from 2,000 to 16,000 effectives in two years. The whole 
world is asking a simple question: what will the U.S. do about it?" 

Rostow said he was aware of the possibilities of escalation and of 
war, but experience had demonstrated that war could be best 
avoided by strong, decisive action. "The Korean War," he added, 
"arose from the withdrawal of U.S. forces from South Korea and 
the opening it appeared to offer the Communists. In other cases 
where we have acted strongly on our side of the line we have come 
home free: Northern Iran; Greece; the Berlin blockade; Lebanon­
Jordan; Quemoy-Matsu. In Laos, the alerting and loading of the 
Seventh Fleet induced a cease-fire." 

"If we act indecisively now," Rostow said, "I fear we shall 
produce excessive fears on our side and excessive hopes on the 
other side; and then we shall have to over-react to correct a disinte­
grating situation worse than the present. In those circumstances 
there would, indeed, be a danger of war. As in Korea we would 
have first tempted the enemy by an apparent weakness and then 
double-crossed him. It is that circumstance I would wish to see us 
avoid." 

Therefore, I suggest that we make the moves we believe re­
quired to stabilize the situation and to buy time in South Viet­
Nam; and then by imaginative communication and diploma­
cy-addressed to all elements in the Bloc as well as the Free 
World-we bring maximum pressure on Hanoi to call off the 
invasion of South Viet-Nam now under way. Such communica­
tion should begin the day we publish the Jordan [sic] Report­
or the day before. 46 

Meanwhile, President Kennedy appears to have dictated, on No­
vember 14, the following memorandum to Rusk and McNamara:47 

I think we should get our ducks in a row for tomorrow morn­
ing's meeting. I believe we should make more precise our re­
quests for action. In the papers which I have seen our requests 
have been of a general nature. 

1. I would like to have you consider the proposals made 
by Governor Harriman. I am wondering if he should 
return, perhaps on Friday to discuss the matter further 
with [Georgi] Pushkin [Deputy Foreign Minister of the 
U.S.S.R.]. 

2. In the meantime what action should be taken toward 
South Viet Nam pending the arrival of Harriman. 

••on November 13, Galbraith sent the President a memorandum on "Neglected Parts of Gen­
era! Taylor's Report on South Vietnam," in which he said he had just finished reading the 
entire report. ("I am edvised," he added, "that few others have done 80.") He thought the Presi­
dent should pay particular att.!ntion to certain comments about problems with Diem's govern­
~ent and the performance of Vietnamese Armed Forces, arising, in part, because of problems in 

e government. That same day Rostow sent a memo to the President replying to Galbraith. He 
~ that there were problems, but said that Galbraith had ignored other aspects, and he 

ded: "!here is simply no doubt whatsoever that the problem in South Vietnam is tough. 
South VIetnam could be lost. On the other hand, the situation is betrer than it was when we 
accepted the responsibility of Greece in 1947; betrer than the Philipfines and Malaya at their 
worst; bett.ar than South Vietnam itself in 1954-55. If Ken [Galbraith is advocating that we dis­
s:!gage_p.romptly from Vietnam and let Southeast Asia go, I think he should say 80. In my view 

1 
uth Viet~am is not yet lost and one of the crucial variables is that we ~o forward with a f ear~,Yed VIew of our ~ts as well as an. equally tough·minded view of our habilities and prob­

e'!'•· Both memos are m the Kennedy Library, NSF Country file, Vietnam. 
7 Same location . 
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3. I would like a letter to be written to the Co-Chairmen 
of the Geneva Conference to call a meeting of the confer· 
ence to consider immediately South VietNam as a breach 
of the accord. As we will be breaching the Geneva accords 
ourselves it is important that we lay the groundwork. The 
Jordan [sic] report will do some of this. Has anyone exam· · 
ined the political implications in their efforts. 

4. Should I address a statement today to Krushchev [sic] 
concerning South Viet Nam stating how dangerous we 
thought the situation was. 

5. If we are going to send a military man as a Command­
ing Officer at the four star level for South Viet Nam, per­
haps we could name a younger general and give him a star 
or do you know someone who already has the stars who 
can handle the situation. 

6. I gather you felt that we should have a general mili­
tary command set up. We want to make sure that someone 
like George McGee, [sic] heads it, in fact, it might be well 
to send McGee. 

7. I would like to have someone look into what we did in 
Greece. How much money and men were involved. How 
much money was used for guerrilla warfare? Should we : 
have not done it at the company level rather than at the 
battalion level? It is proposed by the military that we 
should operate from the battalion level or even below this. 

Are we prepared to send in hundreds and hundreds of· 
men and dozens and dozens of ships? If we would just show 
up with 4 or 5 ships this will not do much good. Or am I 
misinformed? 

I think there should be a group specially trained for 
guerrilla warfare. I understand that the guns that have . 
been used have been too heavy. Would carbines be better? 
Wonder if someone could make sure we are moving ahead 
to improve this. 

Perhaps we should issue some sort of a statement on 
what we propose to do. Our actions should be positive. 
rather than negative. As I said on Saturday concerning 
Laos-we took actions which made no difference at all. 
Our actions should be substantial otherwise we will give 
the wrong impression. 

8. We should watch Laos very carefully for any fighting 
that might break out again even though we decide not tAt 
intervene. 

This memorandum may not have been sent, but the file copy 
tains a notation from McGeorge Bundy that it was used by 
President, together with one page of Rostow's memo of N 
14 in which he emphasized the need to stand firm, as the 
dent's talking paper in the November 14 meeting with Rusk 
McNamara. 

Kennedy Makes a New Commitment to Defend Vietnam 
The NSC met again on November 15, 1961, to consider the draft 

of a National Security Action Memorandum \Jased on the Rusk· 
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McNamara memorandum of November 11.48 The draft was almost 
identical to the Rusk-McNamara draft recommendations except for 
omission of the language about a U.S. commitment to Vietnam. In­
cluded was language from the memorandum concerning the use of 
U.S. troops for achieving one or more of three stated purposes. 

On the day of the meeting, Kennedy received a memorandum 
from McGeorge Bundy in which Bundy, in response to the Presi­
dent's specific request, stated his own views on what the U.S. 
should do about Vietnam:4 9 

A. We should now agree to send about one division when 
needed for military action inside South Vietnam. 

1. I believe we should commit limited U.S. combat units, 
if necessary for military purposes (not for morale), to help 
save South Vietnam. A victory here would produce great 
effects all over the world. A defeat would hurt, but not 
much more than a loss of South Vietnam with the levels of 
U.S. help now committed or planned. 

2. I believe our willingness to make this commitment, if 
necessary, should be clearly understood, by us and by 
Diem, before we begin the actions now planned. I think 
without that decision the whole program will be half­
hearted. With this decision I believe the odds are almost 
even that the commitment will not have to be carried out. 
This conclusion is, I believe, the inner conviction of your 
Vice President, your Secretaries of State and Defense, and 
the two heads of your special mission, and that is why I 
am troubled by your most natural desire to act on other 
items now, without taking the troop decision. Whatever 
the reason, this has now become a sort of touchstone of 
our will. 

3. I believe the actions now planned, plus the basic deci­
sion ~o put in limited combat troops if necessary, are all 
that 1s currently wanted. I would not put in a division for 
morale purposes. I'd put it in later, to fight if need be. 
After all, Admiral Felt himself recommended, on balance, 
against combat troops less than a month ago. It will be 
time enough to put them in when our new Commander 
says what he would do with them. 

4. The use of force up to a total of 20-25,000, inside Viet­
n~m, is not on the same footing as the large forces that 
might become necessary if the Vietminh move to direct in­
vasion. I would not make the larger decision on a war 
against North Vietnam today. 

~· We can manage the political consequences of this line of 
actwn. 

5. I believe So.uth Vietnam stands, internally and exter­
nally, on a footmg wholly different from Laos. Laos was 

::For the tex~ of the draft NSAM see Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
Same location. In the memorandum, McGeorge Bundy said he agreed with Rusk and McNa­

fa~ that a new U.S. military man should be J.lUt in charge of U.S. efforts in Vietnam in place 
0 neral McGarr, and that Ambassador Noltmg "should be judged as his complement not as 
~~r head man in So!lth Vietnam." Bundy, however, _pre~erred to have George McGhee 'replace 

Sec
o tmg, as he stated m another memorandum to the President on Nov. 15 "Notes for Talk with 

retary Rusk-Nov. 15," same location. ' 
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never really ours after 1954. South Vietnam is and wants 
to be. Laotians have fought very little. South Vietnam 
troops are not U.S. Marines, but they are usable. This 
makes the opinion problem different at home and abroad. 

6. I believe the Jorden Report, the exchange of letters, 
and Stevenson and Rusk, can coolly justify this basic line 
of action, not to all the world, but to an effective fraction. I 
do not expect that these actions will lead to rapid escala­
tion of the conflict, since they remain essentially on our 
side of the line, and since the Communists do not want 
that kind of test. 

7. I think this solution will put a serious strain on our 
position in Laos, but that has always been a bad bargain. 
My advice would be to give the game promptly to Sou­
vanna and hope for the best, meanwhile holding hard to 
our new course in South Vietnam. Souvanna may make 
noises against the action, but I don't think he'll fight or be 
overthrown by the PL [Pathet Lao] for a while. 

According to notes of the November 15 NSC meeting which are 
now available, the President again expressed concern about becom· 
ing more involved in Vietnam, both from the standpoint of the 
nature of the war, and from the standpoint of domestic and inter­
national opinion:llo 

Mr. Rusk explained the Draft of Memorandum on South 
VietNam. He added the hope that, in spite of the magnitude 
of the proposal, any U.S. actions would not be hampered by 
lack of funds nor failure to pursue the program vigorously. The 
President expressed the fear of becoming involved simulta­
neously on two fronts on opposite sides of the world. He ques­
tioned the wisdom of involvement in VietNam since the basis 
thereof is not completely clear. By comparison he noted that 
Ko~ea was a case of clear aggression which was opposed by the 
Umted States and other members of the U.N The conflict in 
Vietnam is more obscure and less flagrant. The President then 
expressed his strong feeling that in such a situation the United 
States needs even more the support of allies in such an endeav· 
or as VietNam in order to avoid sharp domestic partisan criti· 
cism as well as strong objections from other nations of the 
world. The President said that he could even make a rather 
stro.ng case against ~nterv~ning in an area 10,000 miles away 
~ru~st 16,000 guerrillas With a native army of 200,000, where 
milhons have been spent for years with no success. The Presi· 
dent repeated his apprehension concerning support, adding 
that none could be expected from the French, and Mr. Rusk in­
terrupted to say that the British were tending more and more 
to take the French point of view. The President compared the 
obscurity of the issues in Viet Nam to the clarity of the posi­
tions in Berlin, the contrast of which could even make leading 
Democrats wary of proposed activities in the Far East. 

00Johnson Library, Vice Presidential Security File, "Notes on National Security Council 
Meeting 15 November 1961," sanitized in 1982 and again in 1984. Theee notes, which are unat­
tributed, are not in the Kennedy Library. 
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Mr. Rusk suggested that firmness in Viet Nam in the 
manner and form of that in Berlin might achieve desired re­
sults in VietNam without resort to combat. The President dis­
agreed with the suggestion on the basis that the issue was 
clearly defined in Berlin and opposing forces identified where­
as in Yiet ~am the issue is .vague and action is by guerrillas, 
sometimes m a phantom-hke fashion. Mr. McNamara ex­
pressed an opinion that action would become clear if U.S. 
forces were involved since this power would be applied against 
sources of Viet Cong power including those in North Viet 
Nam. The President observed that it was not clear to. him just 
where these U.S. forces would base their operations other than 
from aircraft carriers which seemed to him to be quite vulner­
able. General Lemnitzer confirmed that carriers would be in­
volved to a considerable degree and stated that Taiwan and the 
Phil~ppines would also become principal bases of action. 

With regard to sources of power in North Viet Nam Mr. 
Rusk cited Hanoi as the most important center in North' Viet 
~~m and it would be hit: ~owever, he considered it more a po­
litical target than a m1htary one and under these circum­
stances such an attack would "raise serious question." He ex­
pressed the hope that any plan of action in North Viet Nam 
would strike first of all any Viet Cong airlift into South Viet 
Nam in order to avoid the establishment of a procedure of 
supply similar to that which the Soviets have conducted for so 
long with impunity in Laos. 

Mr. [McGeorge] Bundy raised the question as to whether or 
not U.S. action in VietNam would not render the Laotian set­
tlement more difficult. Mr. Rusk said that it would to a certain 
degree but qualified his statement with the caveat that the dif­
ficulties could be controlled somewhat by the manner in which 
actions in VietNam are initiated. 

The President returned the discussion to the point of what 
will be done next in Viet Nam rather than whether or not the 
U.S. would become involved. [the following one-half page of 
notes has been deleted] 

General T~ylor ~aid that although the tone of some of the papers 
and of t~e. di~cussiOn at the meeting was somewhat pessimistic, he 
was optimistic about what could be done. He said he envisioned 
two phases: "(1) the revival of Viet Nam morale, and (2) initiation 
of the guerrilla suppression program." 

McNamara "cautioned that the program was in fact complex and 
that in all probability U.S. troops, planes and resources would have 
to be supplied in additional quantities at a later date." The Presi­
~ent asked ~cNama.ra if he would recommend taking action even 
1f S~ATO did not exist, and McNamara replied that he would. The 
P~esident asked for the justification for U.S. military action in 
VIetnam, and General Lemnitzer replied that otherwise " ... the 
world.would be divided in the area of Southeast Asia on the sea in 
the air and in communications. . . . Communist conquest wo~ld 
deal. a severe blow~ freedom and extend Communism to a great 
portion of the world. T!te P~esid~nt asked how he could justify the 
proposed course of action m VIetnam while not acting against 
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Cuba. Lemnitzer replied that the JCS still believed that the U.S. 
"should go into Cuba." 

As the meeting ended, Kennedy repeated his concern about 
having the support of other countries, as well as that of Congress 
and the American public. He said he did not think that even the 
Democrats in Congress were fully convinced that the U.S. should 
become further involved in Vietnam. 

The President's decision to approve the revised Taylor-Rostow · 
plan, and to make a new U.S. commitment to Vietnam, was based 
to an important extent on perceptions of the world situation, espe­
cially the need for the U.S. to stand up to the Communists. This is 
William Bundy's analysis: 51 

When JFK later told James Reston that he would never 
have made the Vietnam decisions of the fall of 1961 unless he 
had been moved by their relevance to Berlin, he was express- ·. 
ing a connection never stated in the formal papers but present 
in the train of thought of every participant. It was not that ev- . 
eryone believed that Communist actions in Vietnam emanated ' 
from a monolith; rather, it was that the US itself seemed the. 
single crucial sustaining power against multiple Communist 
threats. If the US seemed weak and faltering in Asia, it would 
be thought likely to falter in Europe. . . . Thus, Berlin and : 
what it represented was surely the major unseen force that 
was thought to compel a generally firm decision. But the stra­
tegic arguments derived from the Asian context alone, had, I 
am sure, great weight and acceptance as well. They were not 
subjected to detailed criticism or reassessment, but they were 
believed. Altogether, the US had to act, in the universal judg-
ment and feeling of all. · 

Bundy adds that if the November 15 decision "had a single 
thread, I would call it 'pragmatic resolve."' 52 

Bundy's explanation of the U.S. domestic political considerations 
involved in the decision is also helpful in understanding that di­
mension of the policymaking process: " ... a collapse in South 
Vietnam would set off sharp domestic controversy," he said. "This 
argued forcefully against doing nothing and was a clear part of the 
assessment of stakes." "[Moreover] ... a hard and firm approach 
might be more politically acceptable than a gradual and long­
drawn out one that ended up 'mired down.' Here surely was an in~ : 
dication that the domestic politics of 'gradualism' were distinctly 
negative." · 

According to Bundy, the twin specters of China and Korea were . 
also "never out of the minds of JFK and his senior advisors . . . · 
both political visions could be conjured up and were, I am sure, as 
much in the background of the policy circle's thinking as Berlin · 
was at the surface." He adds, "In essence, the underlying argu· 
ments of domestic politics cancelled out. The Administration could 
be damned if it failed in Vietnam without trying; equally, it could 
be damned if it tried and got bogged down." 53 

••Bundy MS., ch. 4, pp. 34-35. 
• • Ibid., p. 37. 
• • Ibid., pp. 36-37. 
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After the NSC meeting on the morning of November 15, the 
president met that afternoon with Rusk. Final agreement was 
reached _on a ~able. which was ~e!lt that evening to Ambassador 
Nolting mform~ng hm~ of the dec1s1~n on ~he T_aylor-Rostow report, 
and directmg h1m to d1scuss the subJect w1th D1em. 

On November 22, 1961, NSAM 111 was issued. It consisted of the 
direction given Nolting about the components of the new U.S. plan, 
and the steps the U.S. expected the South Vietnamese to take, but 
it contained no reference to U.S. forces. 5 4 

The November 15 cable to Nolting, most of which was taken ver­
batim from the Rusk-McNamara memorandum of November 11 
and the draft NSAM, stated that "President ;Ken_nedy,_ after confer­
ring with General Taylor and carefully cons1dermg h1s report, has 
decided that the Government of the United States is prepared to 
join the Government of Viet-~am. in ~ sharpl>' in~re~ed joint 
effort to avoid a further deterwrabon m the s1tuatwn m South 
Viet-Nam and eventually to contain and eliminate the threat to its 
independence." 55 For its part in this joint effort, the cable said, 
the U.S. would immediately increase its military, economic, and 
other forms of assistance to South Vietnam, including additional 
military personnel (category "A"-military forces as proposed by 
the Rusk-McNamara memorandum of November 11), as well as 
providing personnel for assisting the_ South Vietnamese i~ adminis­
tering their government. 56 For the1r part, the South V1etnamese 
would be expected to mobilize their "entire resources" in support of 
the war. "(This would include," the cable added, "a decentraliza­
tion and broadening of the Government so as to realize the full po­
tential of all non-Communist elements in the country willing to 
contribute to the common struggle.)" The South Vietnamese would 
also be expected to improve the organization and offensive capabil­
ity of their army. 

With respect to U.S. forces, the cable stated that Nolti_ng should 
point out to Diem that the increased number of Amencans who 
would be assigned for "operational duties" under the new pl~n 
would increase greatly the ability of the South Vietnamese to wm 
the war. "You can also tell him," the cable added, "that the mis­
sions being undertaken by our forces, under present circumstances, 
are more suitable for white foreign troops than garrison duty or 
missions involving the seeking out of Viet Cong personnel sub­
merged in the Viet-Nam population." 

Nolting was also directed to tell Diem that the new joint plan 
would involve "a much closer relationship than the present one of 
acting in an advisory capacity only. We would expect to share in 

.. The text of NSAM 111 is in PP, OOD ed., book 11, pp. 419-421. On Nov. 30, 1961, in NSAM 
115, Kennedy also authorized the use of U.S. planes and personnel for the first defoliant oper­
ation in Vietnam, code named "Operation Ranch Hand." (Originall;v, it was to have been called 
"Operation Hades.") See ibid., p. 425. For a detailed l!tudy see Wilham A. Buckingham, ~r., Op· 
erot10n Ranch Hand: The Air Force and Herbicides m Southeast As•a, 1961·1971 (Washmgton, 
D.C.: Office of Air Force History, United States Air Force, 1982). 

""For the text of the cable, Washington to Saigon 619, Nov. 15, 1961, see PP, OOD ed., vol. 11, 
pp. 400-405. 

""During the several weeks after Taylor's mission, there was another proposal for which there 
was strong support, namely, that Lansdale be named to head the encadrement of American ad­
visers and to become the chief U.S. participant in the affairs of the Vietnamese Government. 
This was abandoned after opposition, primarily from the State Department, similar to that 
which had developed in the spring of 1961 to an earlier version of the same proposal. 
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the decision-making process in the political, economic and military 
fields as they affected the security situation." Moreover, the U.S. 
contribution to the new plan would depend heavily on the coopera­
tion of the South Vietnamese, and expressly on Diem's willingnesa 
to make genuine reforms, and to broaden the base of his govern~. 
ment in such a way as to convince American and world opinion 
that the U.S. was not supporting an "unpopular or ineffective 
regime." 

With the cable, Nolting was given the draft of a letter which 
Diem could use in writing to President Kennedy to accept the U.S.· 
offer. The cable expressed the hope, however, that Diem's letter 
would not be a verbatim copy of the draft. 

Thus, by the President's decision of November 15 the ground­
work was laid for far greater U.S. involvement and for further 
"Americanization" of the war. The wheels may also have been set 
in motion for the 1963 coup against Diem. Various participants in 
the policymaking process, as well as knowledgeable observers from · 
outside the government, were speculating even as early as the fall · 
of 1961 that if the "performance" of Diem continued to be unsatis­
factory, and the situation in Vietnam did not improve, the U.S. 
would have to play an active role in installing new leadership. One 
of these was Harriman. Another was Galbraith, who was asked by 
Kennedy to stop by Vietnam on his way back to India and to 
advise him on the situation. Galbraith did so, and reiterated his 
feeling that U.S. forces were not needed, and that ". . . it is those 
of.us who have worked in the political vineyard and who have com~ 
m1tted our hearts most strongly to the political fortunes of the 
New Frontier who worry most about its bright promise being sunk 
under the rice fields." 57 The problem, he said, was Diem, and if the 
U.S. was not able to get greater satisfaction-"performance" rather 
than continued "promises"-"the only solution must be to drop 
Diem." This would be neither difficult nor dangerous, he added: 

... a nod from the United States would be influential. At 
the earliest moment that it becomes evident that Diem will not . 
and cannot implement in any real way the reforms Washing~ 
to_n has r~uested we should make it quietly clear that we are 
w1thdrawmg our support from him as an individual. His day 
would then I believe be over. While no one can promise a saf~ · 
transition we are now married to failure. 

Although these November 1961 Presidential decisions committed 
th~ ,Un~ted States to .8: new role i~ Yietnam, and to an open-ended 
ubhzabon of U.R m1htary and c1v1han personnel, and despite the 
fact that in making such decisions the President was involving the . 
United States in a situation in which, as his advisers had said, 
more drastic action by the United States might subsequently be re­
quired to meet its objectives, there appears to have been little if 
any consultation with Congress. Congress was not in session at the . 
time the decision was being made, but most of the elected leadel'l 
as well as committee chairmen and ranking members could have · 
been reached if it had been deemed necessary or desirable to seek 
their advice. But it was apparently not considered necessary to do 

17For his cable, see PP, DOD ed., book 11, pp. 410-418. 
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80. Under the new Act for International Development of 1961,118 

the general authority for using U.S. assistance and personnel in 
aiding other countries, which had been first approved by Congress 
in 1949, was reenacted, thereby giving the President carte blanche 
authority to send more men and equipment to Vietnam and to 
expand the role of U.S. personnel. (The law still restricted them to 
a noncombatant role, however.) There was also sufficient money for 
this purpose in the new 1961 foreign aid appropriations bill (espe­
cially considering the broad transfer authority, which also had 
been reenacted), and in the Defense appropriations bill from which 
funds were used for the cost of the military advisory group. In ad­
dition, the 1960 Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement with Viet­
nam, which had been approved by Congress, gave authority to the 
U.S. to furnish materiel and services, and the right to station mili­
tary personnel in Vietnam. 

As to whether consultation with Congress about this new and po­
tentially vast U.S. commitment was desirable, there seems to have 
been little thought given by the administration to taking such 
action, and it is even doubtful how many Members of Congress 
were personally informed (much less consulted) by the administra­
tion that such a decision was being or had been made. William 
Bundy says only, " ... the record is sparse, but it appears that the 
general outlines of the program were conveyed to Congressional 
leaders orally in the latter part of November; this was done in low 
key and with little apparent comment one way or the other."119 

Congress had certainly been alerted to the situation through 
public sources, however, and could have obtained information 
about the November 15 decisions if it had seen the need for such 
information and chosen to make the necessary inquiries. 60 

In addition to Mansfield's memos to Kennedy, however, there 
had been some informal communications during this period be­
tween some key Members of Congress and persons in the executive 
branch involved in Vietnam policymaking. One such contact result­
ed from a trip to Vietnam during the time of the Taylor group's 
visit by Senator Stuart Symington (D/Mo.), the newly-appointed 
chairman of the Subcommittee on the Middle East and South Asia 
of the Foreign Relations Committee (and formerly Secretary of the 
Air Force under Truman). Symington, who was also on the Armed 
Services Committee, sent Kennedy a personal, handwritten note 
from Saigon on October 21, 1961, in which he said he had talked to 
Taylor and Rostow as well as U.S. and Vietnamese officials in 
Saigon, and, "It seems to me we ought to try to hold this place. 
Otherwise this part of the world is sure to go down the drain." He 
a?ded, "If you so decide, it will be my privilege to support your po­
Sition to the best of my ability."B 1 

""Public Law 87-195. 
••Bundy MS., ch. 4, p. 42. 
••See Fairlie, "We Knew What We Were Doing When We Went Into Vietnam." As Fairlie 

says, there had been numerous stories in the press about Taylor's trip and recommendations, as 
'!Yell as an article in the New York Timu on Nov. 17, 1961, reporting on the White House meet.. 
tn~ on Nov. 15 and on what the President had decided. 

h
. 'Kennedy Library, POF Country File, Vietnam General. On Nov. 10, after returning from 
18 trip, Symington sent Kennedy a memorandum outlining his views, in which he expressed 

concern about the declining prestige of the U.S., and, among other things, the need to stand 
Continued 
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While he was in Vietnam, Symington paid a call on Diem, where . 
he, like other Senators in earlier years, helped the State Depart. 
ment make its case on an important policy question. This con- . 
cerned the Vietnamese request for a mutual defense treaty with 
the U.S., which the White House was resisting. Nolting said in hia 
cable reporting on the Diem-Symington meeting: 82 ·, 

Senator Symington (at my prior request) took line aimed at 
discretely discouraging Diem from pursuing idea of bilateral · 
treaty at this time, principally by emphasizing delays and com­
plications involved in Senate action on matter of this 
kind .... Reporting officer's distinct impression that Senator 
Symington's handling of this question cooled considerably the 
previous interest of Diem and Nhu in a bilateral treaty. 

Symington and Diem also discussed the question of U.S. combat 
forces, and Symington took the same position that Mansfield and 
Aiken had taken earlier in the year, namely, that a decision to 
send U.S. forces was within the discretion of the President. (Ac­
cording to the cable, Symington added: "without referring it to 
Congress.") He also told Diem that once such a force was commit­
ted, "no responsible member of Congress would rise to ask that we 
back down.' 

Symington, who later became a strong opponent of the war, 
made another interesting observation. He said that Congress did 
not like to be asked to "reaffirm" the President's power to use the 
armed forces before the President makes a decision to do so. Pre­
sumably he was basing this statement on the reluctance of Mem- · 
bers of Congress to go on record in favor of the use of U.S. forces, 
preferring to let the President suffer whatever political conse­
quences might attend such a decision. 

The New "Limited Partnership" 
When Diem was told what the U.S. expected from him, and was · 

informed that the U.S. would participate in the making of decisions 
of the Vietnamese Government, he reacted very adversely. Accord· 
ing to Nolting, Diem said that "VietNam did not want to be a pro. 
tectorate."83 In Washington, Diem's renewed intransigence, as this 
reaction was generally perceived to be, produced a hardening of at­
titudes, especially in the State Department, where discussion of 
finding a successor for Diem was revived briefly, and consideration 
was also given to recalling Nolting for consultation in order to indi- · 
cate U.S. disapproval.84 It was apparent, however, that there was 
no satisfactory replacement, and by December 4 Nolting had suc­
ceeded in getting Diem to consent to most of the conditions request­
ed by the U.S. Washington also softened its terms. Rather than re-

firm in Berlin and Vietnam. "Whether it be Saigon, or Berlin, or some other place," he said, "I 
do not believe this nation can afford to bend further .... " With respect to Vietnam, which he 
said "we are losing," and which would then result in the 1088 of Laos and Cambodia-"both al· 
ready far gone"-as well as Thailand and Burma, he advocated the prompt establishment of a 
policy based on "whatever is necessary" to hold Vietnam. 

Similar support for U.S. policy was voiced by a group from the House Foreign Affairs Commit­
tee that visited Vietnam in the Fall of 1961. See Report of the Special Study Mission to the Far 
East, South Asia, and the Middle East, Committee Print, 87th Cong., 2d sess. (Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1962). 

••Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Saij(On to Washington A-145, Nov. 2, 1961. 
••Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Sa1gon to Washington 678, Nov. 18, 1961. 
••Taylor, Swords and Plowshares, p. 248. 
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qumng participation in decisionmaking, U.S. policymakers were 
content, as a cable to Nolting on November 27, (following a me~t­
ing that day with the President), had sta~, to have f!- partners~np 
"so close that one party will not take declSions or actions affectmg 
the other without full and frank prior consultation."85 

In late 1961 and early 1962, the U.S. completed preparations for 
its new role in Vietnam by issuing (December 8, 1961), a State De­
partment "White Paper" on North Vietnamese aggression against 
the south by which to justify U.S. abrogation of the Geneva Ac­
cords, and, based on this, the White House then responded favor-
ably to a letter from Diem requesting assistance. . , 

The two-part white paper, A Threat to Peace: North Vletnam s 
Efforts to Conquer South Vietnam~ 66 drafted by .William Jo~den of 
State's Policy Planning Staff, wh1ch had ·been m preparation for 
several months, argued that, contrary to the Geneva Accords, 
North Vietnam was directing and supporting the insurgency in the 
south and that North Vietnam's goal was to exercise Communist 
contr~l over all of Vietnam. For this reason, under the doctrine of 
"collective self-defense," South Vietnam had the right to ask for 
outside assistance. Accordingly, on December 14, 1961, in response 
to Diem's letter asking for such assistance, Kennedy replied that 
because of Communist violations of the Geneva Acccords the U.S. 
was prepared to help South Viet~~.87 

• • 

Having completed the formah~Ies, the U.S. Immediately beg~n 
implementing the new partnership. ~cN~mara held conferences. m 
Honolulu. i!l December 1961 and agam ~~January 1962 at which 
basic declSions were made about the mihtary aspects of the pro­
gram. (At the meeting in January, General McGarr told McNa­
mara that two divisions of the South Vietnamese Army would be 
able to "clean out" the guerrillas in War ZoneD, an area northeast 
of Saigon that was heavily infiltrated by the Communists. One of 
McNamara's aides is said to have passed him a note reading, "This 
man is insane.'')88 One of these decisions, pursuant to Taylor's rec­
ommendations, was to strengthen the U.S. military_ command 
structure in Vietnam by replacing the MAAG with a Military AfJ­
sistance Command Vietnam (MACV), a move that was made m 
February 1962 as Gen. Paul D. Harkins took over from McGarr. 

As a result of these decisions, U.S. personnel and equipment 
began pourin~ into Vietnam. "Within weeks," George Ball said. in 
his memoirs, 'we had sent almost seventeen hundred men to VIet­
nam and more were to follow. That meant that the balloon was 
going up, and although it was not climbing. as rapidly as some <?f 
my more belligerent colleagues would have hked, I had no doubt It 
was headed for the stratosphere.''89 

Perhaps more important at that point, however, were the steps 
being taken to activate programs through which the insurgency 

••Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Washington to Saigon 693, Nov. 27, 1961. 
••Department of State, Publication No. 7308, Far Eastern Series 110 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 

Govt. Print. Off., 1961). 
"Diem's and Kennedy's letters were printed in the Department of State Bulletin, Jan. 1, 1962, 

pp. 18-14. For a State Department cable on the draft letter for Diem to send to Kennedy, see 
Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Washington to Saigon 635, Nov. 17, 1961. The 
draft presented to Diem is not yet available. 

••Henry L. Trewhitt, McNamtJro (New York: Harper and Row, I971), p. 198. 
IIBall, The Past Has Another Pattern, p. 869. 
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could be controlled and the country stabilized without having to 
resort to large-scale U.S. military involvement. Having decided· 
against sending at that time any large body of U.S. combat forces, 
Kennedy and many of his associates wanted to find ways by which 
to defeat the "war of national liberation" without having to rely 
primarily on conventional military action. 

Within the doctrinal framework of counterinsurgency, which the 
administration had already accepted as its response to wars of na­
tional liberation, what methods might be applicable to the situa­
tion in Yietnam? The answ.er ha~ already been suggested by the 
CIA, which ha~ been experimentmg for about a year with a pl'()o . 
gram to ~elp VIllages dt;fend themselves (with training provided by 
U.S. _Special ~o~ces) while at the same time improving their living 
conditions. Wilham E. Colby, then the CIA Station Chief in Saigon 
who originated the program, called it the '"Citizens' [or 'Civilian'i 
Irregular Defense Groups," a term he used "to clarify to the U.S. 
Special Forces units that implemented it, under CIA's over-all con­
tr<?l, tJ:lat it was a citizen's and not a military operation, that ita 
ObJective was defense rather than offense, and that it should be 
kept irregular to meet the different needs of the different commu­
nities in which it was being carried out."70 

Colby had also sold Diem and Nhu on the idea, and in the fall of 
1961, with encouragement from the CIA, Diem invited a British · 
group, the "British Advisory Mission," six men with experience in 
the successful campaign against the Communists in Malaya, to rec­
ommend a counterinsurgency plan for Vietnam. This group, led by 
~obert K. G. Thompson, recommended to Diem a plan for helpilll' 
VIllages defend themselves (with protection also from regular mU. 
tary. forces) and thus gain confidence in their security, while also 
helpmg them to improve their living conditions. 1 1 The 
Thompson's ~oup. said, would be better s~urity, greater 
dence, better mtelhgence about the Commumsts leading to "-·--"'·' 
k~lls." Thus, they added, "Protection, confidenc~, intelligence 
kills would be a constantly expanding circuit." 

"The overall aim of any counter insurgency plan," the 
sta~, "~ust be to win t~e people. The killing of communist 
roriSts will follow automatically from that. If the main emphasis 
placed ~ainly _on killing terrorists there is a grave risk that 
commumsts will be created than are killed. Winning the pe<>pl~t, .. 
must, therefore, be kept in the forefront of the minds of 
single person, whether military or civilian, who is engaged in 
terrorist operations." 

The "Strategic Hamlet Plan," as this was called, was to 
as follows: 72 

The underlying concept of the [strategic hamlet] program 
was an abrupt break with the actual strategy of the GVN a&; 

• 
10Honorable Men, p. I~9. The 400-man U.S. Special Forces group sent to Vietnam by Kennedy ·: 

m. May of 1961 :-vas assigned .to t~is project. Approximately 65,000 Montagnard soldiers were · 
beu;Ig supported m the strategic Htghland Plateau adjacent to Laoa. Although Colby emphaaizetV 
their self-defense role, they were also active offensively in that area. 

7 'The text of the plan p~esented to Diem by the Thompson group is in PP, DOD ed., book 11, 
pp. 347-358. See also Dennl8 J. Duncanson, Government and Reuolution in Vietnam (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1968). Duncanson waa a member of the Thompson team. ·· 

71Blaufarb, The Counterinsurgency Era, p. 104. 
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well as with the proposals of the MAAG. Instead of emphasiz­
ing elimination of the armed bands of the VC by military 
means, the program attempted to go directly to the heart of 
the insurgency's strength, its ability to gain the willing or un­
willing support of the rural population, which it was then able 
to organize to provide intelligence, food, money, and recruits 
for armed units. As was repeated endlessly in public explana­
tions of the plan, the purpose was to drr up the sea of friendly 
peasantry in which swam the VC "fish.' 

Diem and Nhu generally approved Thompson's proposals, which 
were also supported by the CIA, and began implementing the stra­
tegic hamlet plan. Ambassador Nolting, pleased that the Vietnam­
ese were taking the initiative to combat the Communists in rural 
areas, was also very supportive, and with his leadership the other 
components of the U.S. mission followed suit. The U.S. foreign aid 
mission (USOM) created an Office of Rural Development, the key 
figure in which was Rufus Phillips, a former member of Lansdale's 
1954 team, who returned to Vietnam in 1962. The MAAG also set 
up a special office for that purpose, despite the continuing opposi­
tion of U.S. military leaders to schemes for shifting from conven­
tional military operations to counterguerrilla warfare. The MAAG 
had opposed the efforts of the Michigan State University team in 
the 1950s to organize local police forces as a way of controlling the 
insurgency, and viewed the Thompson proposals in much the same 
light. As JCS Chief Lemnitzer wrote to Taylor on October 18, 1961, 
in urging Taylor to prevent Thompson's ideas from becoming offi­
cially approved, ". . . in recent months the insurgency in South 
Vietnam has developed far beyond the capacity of police con­
trols."73 

One seasoned observer, formerly a participant in CIA counterin­
surgency programs in Vietnam and Laos, made this cogent com­
ment about the effects of the dichotomy produced by these differ­
ences in perspective:74 

. . . The military, despite concessions-no doubt sincere-to 
the importance of winning the population, was quite unshaka­
bly wedded to the idea that priority must go to destroying the 
enemy's armed force, and doing it by the familiar means of 
concentrating manpower and firepower at the right time and 
place. 

Translating these doctrinal differences into the realities of 
the day, they meant that instead of one program to defeat the 
insurgency there were in fact two: strategic hamlets and all 
that went with them on the one hand, and the military effort 
to corner and destroy the VC main forces on the other. Except 
in such set-piece operations as Sunrise [the first major Strate­
gic Hamlet project], which were preceded by military sweeps, 
seldom was there any real coordin!ltion and common planning 
between the two efforts. Nevertheless, the military persisted, 

13PP, DOD ed., book 11, p. 325. 
"Blaufarb, p. 119. The military became more cooperative in implementing the strategic 

~amlet plan, after responsibility for arming and training local self-defense forces was trans-
8e~ from the CIA to the military beginning in late 1961 and ending in late I963, ("Operation 

Witchback"), pursuant to the recommendations of the Bay of Pigs (Cuban Study Group) report 
that larger military operations should be run by the military rather than the CIA. 
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devi.sing and ob~aining GV~ approval in November 1962 to a 
Natwn~l Ca~patgn Plan ~h1c~ called for the intensification of 
aggressive mthtary operations mall corps areas . 
. Among the effec~ of this dichotomy was the gradual expan. 

s10n of. firepower m w_ays ha~dly suited to the nature of the 
war bet~g fought. Available atr power was increasing rapidly, 
Theoretic~lly under ca~e~ul control, it actually began to be , 
used agamst any suspicious target and sometimes against 
none. Bombing and artillery barrages were a standard prelimi­
nary to large-scale operations and inevitably alerted the 
enemy, who was !lsually able to slip away in ample time. Pres-: 
sures on the prestdent to allow the use of napalm and of defoU.: 
ants became so strong that he yielded and they became a · 
~ommon feature of .the w~r. Inevitably, the bombing and the ' 
mcreased ~s~ of artillery mvolved destruction of property and ' 
death ~nd InJUry of the very civilian population whose loyalty . 
was bemg sought as the key to victory. 

Althou~~ there was opposition t~ the strategic hamlet plan 
a~ong mth.tary.leaders, .the plan received strong support among ci~. 
vth~ officials ~n W ashmgton who were actively engaged in pr~ 
motmg .countermsurge:r;tCY programs. One of these was Roger Hils­
m~, Dtrector of Intelligence for the State Department who, along 
With W. W. Rostow, had been a leader in the development during 
1961 of the concepts of counterinsurgency and counterguerrilla 
warfa!e. In Jam~a~ 1962, Hilsman was told by Taylor (who had 
been m C?mmumcation with Robert Thompson) that the President 
~anSaig~ him to go to McNamara's Honolulu Conference, and then .. 

b k 
onh. He was to promote counterinsurgency ideas and report · 

ac on t estate of affairs in Vietnam. 
f ~ring his yisit to Vietnam, in addition to numerous discussion 

0 tt' e saltraVtE:gic hamlet plan, Hils man observed a large-scale con· 
ven Ion .Ietnamese Army attack on Binh Hoa a Communist 
s~rong~old, m wh~ch only civilians were killed while the Commu­
msts d18appeared mto the jungle. 

When he returned. to Washington, Hilsman reported to Ta lor 
and then to t~,e Pre.sident. He told Kennedy about Binh Hoa, ~d 
the f~ct that : . . It was not only fruitless but that it helped to 
recruit mor~ VIetCong than it could possibly have killed" 

The President shook his head and said "'I've bee · p 'd t over a h h' . . • n rest en ye~r, ow ~ant mgs hke thts go on happening?"' 
. d Acco~ng to Hllsman, Kennedy was impressed with Thompson's 1 eas ~ ut how to develop a strategic concept for Vietnam and 
tol~ ~IlsV~ to ~~epare a ~eport with that title-"A Strategic' Con­d.ra s~; 5 jetnh!ll -on whtch. U.S. policy might be based. Hilsman .· 
R · ';'; 18 report, whiCh was, according to the Pentagon 
;rn;:~.:en Hlnabashe~dr~~tatement of most of Thompson's major 

~ 1 sman sat , The struggle for South Vietnam is ' 
essentially a battle for control of the villages." He stress~ the 
need, therefore, for providing help "at the local level." He added, 

;:m1sman, 7b Move a Nation, II· 427-439. 
PP, Gravel eel., vol. II p 14/ See also Hilaman'a d · · 

Nation. The report ia no./ d~laaBified and ia in the Kown edeacLnptton, pp. 435-436 of 71? Mow a 
nam. • enn Y ibrary, NSF Country File, vt-. 
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"As recommended in the Taylor Report, in sum, we need more 
•working level friends and advisers -Americans with technical 
competence, imagination, and human sympathy, and with the will­
ingness and ability to live and work in the villages." 

Hilsman's report presented a "strategic concept" for such action, 
the "first principle' of which was, "The problem presented by the 
Viet Cong is a political and not a military problem-or, more accu­
rately, it is a problem in civic action. " The second principle was to 
provide security to villagers, and for this purpose he proposed a 
plan involving strategic villages of the kind suggested by Thomp­
son. (Hilsman said that in the areas most exposed to the Commu­
nists, there should be "defended villages," with more military pro­
tection.) 

Lansdale relates a conversation with McNamara which illus­
trates also the difficulty some officials were having in applying 
managerial concepts and techniques to the less-measurable 
"human element" in the war: 77 

. . . I remember when he was trying to computerize the war 
and he called me in one day. He had a long list of entries for a 
computer, including the body count type of stuff, enemy casu­
alties. He had written them out in a hard-lead pencil, I remem­
ber, on graph paper. And I said, "Your list is incomplete. 
You've left out the most important factor of all." He said, 
"What is it?" I said, "Well, it's the human factor. You can put 
it down as the X factor." So, he wrote down in pencil, "X 
factor." He said, "What does it consist of?" I said, "What the 
people out on the battlefield really feel; which side they want 
to see win and which side they're for at the moment. That's 
the only way you're going to ever have this war decided." And 
he said, "Tell me how to put it in?" I said, "I don't think anr, 
Americans out there at the moment can report this to you. ' 
He said, "Oh, well," and he got out an eraser to erase it. I said, 
"No, leave it there." Then I took about a week trying to figure 
how you get answers on that, which I did finally. They later 
used the ideas for the hamlet evaluation system. Mine was a 
way to get our troops to report when they went in villages, 
whether the people, the kids, were smiling or present-a whole 
bunch of facts-a very complicated type of evaluation. But at 
the time I was pleading with McNamara not to codify a war 
and then believe what the figures were telling him. I said, 
"You're going to fool yourself if you get all of these figures 
added up because they won't tell you how we're doing in this 
war." 

When asked what McNamara's response was, Lansdale said, "He 
asked me to please not bother him anymore. He used to say, 
'Thank you, I've got something else to do now.' No, I could never 
talk to him .... " 

Are U.S. Advisers Engaged in Combat? 
In order to maintain a "low profile" for the new U.S. program in 

Vietnam, both for domestic and international reasons, the Kennedy 

11CRS Interview with Edward G. Lansdale, Nov. 19, 1982. I ., 
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administration tightened controls on the access of U.S. and 
news media to potentially controversial aspects of the new 
gram, especially the U.S. military role. On November 28, 1961, 
U.S. mission in Saigon was told by Washington: "Do not give othel'! 
than routine cooperation to correspondents on coverage current' 
military activities in Vietnam. No comment at all on classified ac-t 
tivities." 7 8 

Unlike the earlier situation in the middle 1950s, when the few 
U.S. journalists in Vietnam were generally supportive of the offi.,' 
cia~ U.S. position, in ~961-62 there were s~veral journalists, notably.· 
Nell Sheehan of Umted Press International, Homer Bigart ancl 
later David Halberstam of the New York Times (who replaced 
Bigart in August 1962), Malcolm W. Browne of the Associated 
Press, Fran~ois Sully of Newsweek, and Charles Mohr of Time Mag. 
azine, whose independent, aggressive reporting soon became a 
thorn in the flesh of the U.S. and Vietnamese Governments. (The 
Vietnamese, tried to expel Bigart and Sully in March of 1962, but 
withdrew the order. Sully, a French citizen, was expelled in Sep­
tember of that year despite strong protests from the other journal­
ists and U.S. media representatives. Shortly afterwards, James 
Robinson, NBC's Southeast Asia correspondent, was also ex­pelled.)79 

Shortly after the new U.S. program got underway, questions 
began to be raised about the role of U.S. military advisers, based 
on press reports that these advisers were engaging in combat, a 
fact well-known to some key Members of Congress, especially on 
the Armed Services Committes. In an executive session of the For­
eign Relations Committee on January 12, 1962, Ambassador Nolt­
ing was asked whether the U.S. was at war in Vietnam, and 
whether Americans were killing and being killed. Nolting said that 
one U.S. adviser had been killed, but that "as of now" U.S. advisers 
were not engaged in combat. 8o 

President Kennedy was asked a similar question on Januar;r 15: 
"Mr. President, are American troops in combat in Viet-Nam?' He 
answered in one word: "No."81 

Both Nolting and the President were attempting to conceal the 
fact that U.S. advisers were engaging in combat. Indeed, on Janu­
ary 13, 1962, two days before the President made his statement, the 
first U.S. air combat support mission in the FARM GATE series 
was flown to support a Vietnamese unit under attack, and by the 
end of January, FARM GATE crews had flown 229 combat sor· ties.82 

78

Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Washington to Saigon 698, Nov. 28, 1961. 
'"See John Mecklin, Mission in Torment (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1965), pp. 129-140. 

Sheehan an~ Halberstam subseQuently were given a Pulitzer Prize for their reporting. They and 
Browne recetved the first Louis J. Lyons award from the Nieman Fellows of Harvard UniverBity 
for reporting "the truth as they saw it in the Vietnam conflict ... without yielding to unrelent­Ing pressure." 

•.•u.s. Congress, Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive session tran· 
scrtpt, Jan. 12, 1962. The transcripts of executive sessions of the Senate Foreign Relations Com­
mittee. have been printed, as of this writing, through 1961. All future references in this study to 
executive sessions of the committee are to unpublished transcripts, most of which are still classi· 
fied. All references used herein contain the date and names of major witnesesses, and quotations 
are used by authority of the committee. 

"'Public Papers o{the Presidents, John F. Kennedy, 1962, p. 17. 81
Tilford, Search and Rescue in Southeast Asia, 1961-1975, p. 37. 
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One of the reasons for wanting to conceal t~e combat role of U.S. 
Ttary personnel was to avoid acknowledgmg that the U.S. was 

~
1 t t'n the Geneva Accords, in part because the U.S. was charg­

ywg ~he gCommunists with violations, but also because new accords 
lD be' t' ted for Laos were then mg nego 1a . . A . 

During February, "Kennedy refused to adm1t that mer1c~n 
troops were in combat, but his answers and statementsh ~am~ mk 

asin 1 hard to believe .... "83 On February 14, t e .J.YeW or 
cr~es :ui'ted in an editorial that the U.~. Gove.r?men~ should not ~tempt to conceal the facts about AmeriCan m1hta~y mvol~ement 
~ Vietnam and the possibility of an eventual maJor confliCt. On 
~~at same day the paper carried a column by James Reston, who 

'd " the United States is now involved in an undeclared war sal , ... 
in South Vietnam." . fi 

Later that day, Kennedy was as~ed at ~18 news con erence 
whether he was being candid about V1etnam With Co~gress a1_1d the 
public He replied by referring to the numerous m~tmgs which h~ 
and other officials of the administration had held with Members o 
Co "84 

,ffee~~xt day February 15, Majority Leader Mansfield gave a 
speech in the &nate replying to criticism ~hat Cong_r~ss and the 
public had not been kept informed about VIetnam .. Cihn~ the sta­
tistics about the number of meetings on Vietna,~ m ~hich Mem­
bers of Congress had been involved, he declared, . . . It borden ~n 
the irresponsible to suggest that Congress had not been we m­
formed on this situation for many years." He add~, .~owever, that 
'twas important to respect the "line of demarcation ~tween th~ 
~esponsibilities of the President and the Congress. "It .18 the Presi­
dent's responsibility to act," he sai~. "It !a ours to adVlSe has we t!r~ 
able in our individual and collective WISdom, and, to t e ex n 
that it is constitutionally required, to consent."85 . ed 

The two items from the February 14 Neu; York Times caus con­
siderable consternation in the administration, and pre~ure wAas eii 
erted on •the paper to modify its position. For one thmg, vere 
Harriman called Reston the next day (Februa~ 15) to ~uggest to 
him that he had not included fac~ that Harr~man srud he had 
given to the Senate Foreign RelatiOns Committee . on Fe~ruary 
13.8& According to Harriman's note~ of the conversabo.n, w~Ich .h~ 
sent to the White House, Reston said he thought Harriman s. crib-, 
cism was "right." Harriman suggested that Reston pass the mfor-
mation on to the editorial staff. . fi 

Harriman also said that he had talked to Reston the mght be ore 
at a private dinner party, " ... pointing out that there were con­
flicting publicity pressures which had ~ . be ~alanc~-not only 
American opinion but international opimon, mcludii_tg ICC [the 
International Control Commission for Indochina, establiShed by the 

""Fairlie, "We Knew What We Were Doi11g When We Went Into Vietnam," /'io20. ked h ther 
••Public Papers of the Presidents, Jo~n F. Kennedy, 19621 p. ~~6. He wash a ~ twcoe bat 

the U.S. had sent combat troops to Vtetnam, and ~e rephed, ... we ave no sen m 
troops In the lfnner~ underBtood sense of the word. 

::~ ~~p~b!i.hed ~ript of t~ia. puthblic hearingfotnh HComarrim!'t't! ~':tmt~:'.!l~ rfe1!:0~~~ Secretary of State for the Far East 18 m e pape~ o e mt -·· 
the National Archives, Record Group 46 (hereafter ctted as RG). 
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Geneva Accords] and Co-Chairmen [the USSR and Britain,...,~~ ..... ., ...... , 
men in Geneva and on a continuing basis thereafter], SVN · 
communist bloc-balancing them was not easy, particularly as t~ 
American correspondents' despatches plus photographs of recent' 
helicopter flights had made the situation look like a US war · 
rather than a Vietnamese conflict which we were assisting."s7 ' 

On February 20, 1962, Harriman testified in an executive session 
of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on Laos and Vietnam 
and was questioned by Senator Wayne Morse (D/Ore.) who said~ 
had " ... grave doubts as to the constitutionality of the President'• , 
course of action in South Vietnam."88 Harriman replied that it 
was the North Vietnamese who had breached the Geneva Accords, 
and that he agreed with Kennedy that U.S. security was very· 
much at stake in Vietnam, as well as with the decision not to send 
U.S. ground combat forces.ss . 

Morse also said, as he had said in the January 12 meeting with. 
Nolting, that a major war in Vietnam, in which "ships start, 
coming back to the West Coast with flag-draped coffins of Ameri •. 
can boys," would seriously divide the American people. Senator 
Albert A. Gore (D/Tenn.) expressed concern about a statement 
made by Attorney General Robert Kennedy in Saigon on February 
18, when Kennedy said, "We are going to win in Viet-Nam. We will 
remain here until we do win." 90 Gore said he was "uneasy about 
the public commitments which seem to be with us with respect to 
the presence of and the purposes for U.S. military personnel in · 
Vietnam." 

In the same hearing, Fulbright twice asked whether there was 
any alter.r:tati~e to Diem. Harriman's reply is interesting, particu· 
larly cons1dermg the central role he was to play in 1963 in the U.S. 
decision to sanction the coup against Diem. He told Fulbright "He 
is the head of the government, and I would not have thought that 
it was a proper function of the U.S. to attempt to make or break 
governments.'' 

87

Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, "Memorandum of Telephone Conversation." 
In t~e sam~ file, there is a letter from Arthur Sylvester, Assistant Secretary of Defe1111e lor 
Pubhc Affatrs, to McGeorge Bundy, Apr. 7, 1962, saying that, in response to Kennedy's concern, 
he had contacted the person in charge of the news at NBC/TV to ask NBC to withhold further 
use of a 2 minute segment of film used on NBC's nightly nationwide news program in which 

. South Vietnamese soldiers were shown administering "rough treatment" to Communist priBon· 
ers. NBC agreed to keep the film "on the shelf." 

•.•u.s. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive session tran­scnr,t. Feb. 20, 1962. 

• 
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After thf:! hearing Morse asked the State Department for answers to sixteen questions on 
Vtetnam. In. 1ts reply on Mar. 16,_1962, which is still classified in part, State gave both classified 
and unclasstfied answers, dependmg on the question. One of the unclassified answers concerned 
the President's. ~uthority for acti~itie!" of U.S. military advisers, in response to Morse's question 
a~ut the prOVISIOns <?f. the ConstitutiOn or treaty or statute under which Kennedy derived the 
rtght to orde_r U.S. mthtary personnel to engage in activities supporting military operations of 
the South Vtetnamese. State cited the Foreign Assistance Act and the Mutual Defense Aui8t­
an~e Agreement, bu~ gave. as the primary authority the President's powers as Commander in 
Chtef, as well as hts foreign relations power as interpreted by the Curtiss-Wright decision. 
Umted States v. Curtiss Wright Export Corp., 299 U.S. 304(1936). 

Morse also asked whether it would be appropriate under the Constitution for the President to 
submit to Congress a resolution on Vietnam comparable to the Formosa Resolution and the 
Middle East Resolution. State replied that the Preiiident had the power under the Constitution 
to do what he was doing in Vietnam, but that it was desirable for Congress to understand and 
support these actions. Traditionally, the reply stated, this had been done by consultation which 
had been extensive in the case of Vietnam. ' 

•
0 New York Times, Feb. 19,1962. 
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As a result of the questions being raised about the role of U.S. 
advisers, as well as other aspects of the .r:te'Y U.S. progr~m, ~enne­
d ordered tighter restrictions on U.S. m1ss1on cooperation With re­
~rters In a cable (1006) on February 21, 1962,91 that became 

p ather ·notorious when a congr~ssional co~~ittee conducted a 
~earing in May 1963 on the question of restriction~ on p,~ess cover-

e in Vietnam,92 the State Department told Noltmg, m ab~nce 
'rigid censorship, US interests best be protected through pohcy_ of 
maximum feasible cooperation, guidance and appeal to good fai~~ 
of correspondents," but he was also told th9;t m or_der to ~vo1 
"harmful press repercussio~s on both do~estic and mternat10!l~l 
scene" he should seek to gu1de the press m. ways that would m_mi­
mize harmful reporting. Among the suggestions made by W~h.mg­
t were that "Correspondents should not be taken on mis~Ions 
:hose nature such that undesirable dispa~hes w?uld be highly 

robable," and that, "It [is] not repeat not m o~r mterest. · . ·.to 
have stories indicating that AII?-ericans ~re leadmg af!-d dire~tmg 
combat missions against the V1et Cong. Moreover, Sensational 
press stories about children or civilians ~J;lo _become unf?rtun~te 
victims of military operations are clearly Inimicable to national m-

t" te~~e· cable also stressed that cooperation be~ween the U.~. ~nd 
the South Vietnamese Government was essential, and. that. fnvo­
lous, thoughtless criticism of GV~. ~akes c~pe~~t~on ~~ffi~ult 
achieve." "We cannot avoid all critiCism ?f Diem, . 1t srud. No 
effort should be made to 'forbid' such articles. Beheve, however, 
that if newsmen feel we are cooperating they will be more recep­
tive to explanation that we are in a vicious st~uggle where support 
of South Vietnamese is crucial and that articles that tear down 
Diem only make our task more difficult." , . . 

The cable concluded with the following ' for consideration and 
private use at Ambassador's discretion": .. 

It should be possible for Ambassador and/ or m1hta~ to 
exact from responsible correspondents v.o~untary undertakm~ 
to avoid emphasis in dispatches of sensitlv~ _matters, to chec. 
doubtful facts with US Government authonties on scene. ~ri­
ousness of need for this may be duly impressed ~n respons1~le 
correspondents to extent that, in interests of national security 
and their own profession} needs, they c~n be pers';laded to 
adopt self-policing machinery. C~ be remmded that m World 
War II American press voluntarily accep~ bro~d a~d effec­
tive censorship. In type struggle ~ow gomg on m V1et-N~m 
such self-restraint by press no less Important. Important to I~­
press on newsmen that at best this is long term strugg~e m 
which most important developments may be least sensational 

"'Cable 1006 was declassified in 1983 after a .man~atory review request from CRS, and is 
available in the Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vtetnam, General. t" Co "ttee 

••In ita re rt on Oct. 1, 1968, (H. Rept. 88-797), the Houae Government {)pera,tons m11_11 . 
· O:atioiUI and Government Information Subcommittee) concluded: The restnctive ffsretgn policy in Vietnam . . . unqueetionabl;y contributed to the lac::k. of information about 

co"nciifio: in Vietnam which created on intamational crisis. Ins~d of ht~IDg the facts from the 
Am · ublic the State Department ehould have done everything polllltble to expoee the true encan p , ,, 
situation to full view. 
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and in which "decisive battles" are most unlikely, therefore 
stories imply sensational "combat" each day are misleading. 

The President's Press Secretary, Pierre Salinger, said that the 
cable was intended to improve relations with the press, but he 
added that the Kennedy administration "was not anxious to admit 
the existence of a real war in Southeast Asia," partly because 
"their government was now going to be engaged in activities which 
were in clear violation of the Geneva Conference of 1954." He said 
that the President was "particularly sensitive" about press stories 
on the combat role of U.S. advisers. "It was my view at the time 
that we should be prepared to take the good stories with the bad in 
Vietnam, but the President pushed hard for us to tighten the rules 
there under which correspondents would observe field operations in 
person."93 

According to John Mecklin, Public Affairs Officer for the U.S. 
mission to Vietnam from 1962-64 (formerly with Time Magazine, 
and a reporter in Vietnam 1953-55), Cable 1006, while recognizing 
the right of reporters to cover the war, " ... was otherwise little 
more than codification of the errors the Mission was already com­
mitting." "The Mission persisted," he added, "in the practice of ex­
cessive classification, under the secret fraternity doctrine of the 
State Department cable No. 1006, to a degree that denied newsmen 
access to whole segments of U.S. operations in Vietnam."94 

The "root of the problem," Mecklin said, "was the fact that 
much of what the newsmen took to be lies was exactly what the 
Mission genuinely believed, and was reporting to Washington. 
Events were going to prove that the Mission itself was unaware of 
how badly the war was going, operating in a world of illusion. Our 
feud with the newsmen was an angry s~ptom of bureaucratic 
sickness." "We were stuck hopelessly,' he said, "with what 
amounted to an ali-or-nothing policy, which might not work. Yet it 
had to work, like a Catholic marriage or a parachute. The state of 
mind in both Washington and Saigon tended to close out reason. 
The policy of support for Diem became an article of faith, and dis­
sent became reprehensible." 95 

Laos Again Becomes a Problem 
While increasing its assistance to Vietnam, the U.S. continued 

its efforts to neutralize Laos. A neutrality agreement had been 
reached in Geneva during the fall of 1961, but it was to become ef­
fective only after a coalition government had been formed by the 
Laotians and after that new government had declared the coun­
try's neutrality. General Phoumi, supported by various persons and 
groups in the U.S. State Department, the CIA, and the American 
military who were opposed to the position being developed by Har­
riman for the President, resisted the establishment of such a gov­
ernment. Finally, at the end of January 1962, the U.S. temporarily 

••Pierre Salinger, With Kennedy (New York: Avon Books, 1967), pp. 394, 398. In Oct. 1963, 
when Arthur Sulzberger, publisher of the New York Times, visited Kennedy at the White 
House, the President suggested that David Halberstam be transferred to another post. The sug­
gestion was rebuffed by Sulzberger. See David Halberstam, The Making of a Quagmire (New 
York: Random House, 1965), p. 268. 

••Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp. 111, 115. 
•• Ibid., pp. 100, 105. 
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. ments to Phoumi's govern-
uspended monthly c~h ~slStance pay te He still refused. 

s t as a way of forcmg him to coopera . ·r 1 as Phoumi's 
rni~ late February, the situation beth:Chl~!:e c~~der, which had 
forces in Nam ~ha, a tow~ n:b'uildup of Pathet Lao forces in t~?-e 
been reinforced m respon~e bo the Communists. Policymakers. m 
area, came under attac ed fhat the Pathet Lao might be plannmg 
Washingtop. we~e co.p~ern d that if Phoumi's forces were ~efeated 
another Olen Bien ta~? an agreement reached in Geneva might col­
at Nam Tha, the ten rv:e ts 'ght be in a position to take all of 
lapse, and the CommunlB ml . 
Laos. . k tch as to what alternatives were 

The available ~ecord IS bef s e / tly the administration again 
considered at th1s stage, 'bT~PP~f US military intervention. As 
began di~ussi~g the 'dposs~. 1 1 ythe P~e~ident met on February ~1, 
one step m this consl era Ion, ional leaders to dlB-
1962, with Yice ?re~~dent Joh~~l~i a~:t c~~~h':t meeting, Se_nator 
cuss the situatiOn. <?(e lhat ilthe administration was gomg to 
Mansfield, took ~~e poshl~nthe had better tell the whole truth to 
use U.S. ~orces, · · · t a1. t~at this would be worse than Kor~a, 
the Amencan people, alrea J.Ze d very likely bring us into confl1ct 
would cost a great de more an . d h t I thought it was the worst 
with the Communist Chinek. f. s;i ~f~ld added, "I think that the 
possible move we could rna e. an d · th my views and I 
congressional leadershhippwer.d int f~~ac:;,r alfuough he did~'t say 
have an idea that t e resl en 
anything."97 ll e tly took a similar posi-

At that meeting Senator _Russe ap~~[ !mng to fight, and that 
tion, arguing tha~ the Laotians w:reto block Communist expansion 
the U.S. should, 1f necessary:, ~ forces in Thailand. He was sup­
southward from LaosHbybes.:ftHmH~mphrey (0/Minn.), (the newly-
ported by Senator u · ) 9 8 

elected J?emo_crat~c whip of the :na~~ussed during testimony_ by 
The situation m Laos w~ 80 

. on of the Foreign Relations 
Harri~an before an ex2otii962~

1 
Harriman described for t~e 

Committee on February t fi , the .neutralization of Laos, but sald, 
committee the agreemen or h d 0 confidence that North Viet­
interestingly enough, -\~a~hhe :rr:ngements, including the provi­
nam would comply W1 ose d fi to any other country 
sion that Laos would not be use 0~fi~~liss to the Ho Chi Minh 
(which was intended to j.P1Y ~pec\hat lollowed dealt with Viet­
Trail). A good deal of thhe lSCUSS~ his contention that Souvanna 
nam, but Senator Lausc e repea 

he Feb 21 meeting: from the Senate, Demo-
••These Members of Cc?n~ ;ere 1Yn:i~ii~~ Fulbright, Hubert Humphrey, :ro~e t!i 

crats Mike Mansfield, R•cti· ~e~tt· Dirksen, Leverett Saltonstall, ThomWas McCo ~ack 
Smathers (Fla.) and Repu leans d W"l f the House Speaker John · r . 
(Calif) Bourke Hickenlooper, Alexan er ' ey;~oj Ca 1 Vinso;. Thomas Morgan, and FranciS 
(~.) and Democrats Carl ~lbert, Hale ~I k. 'Leslie Arends, Robert B. Chiperfield (Ill.), 
E. Walter (Pa.) and Republicans Charles ;u;) 
Charles B. Hoeven (Iowa), an~ John~ teBY!Iles ~th Mike Mansfield, June 23, 1964, P· 25. Geo . 

"'Kennedy Library, Oral HIStory n I"Vl!;!W th RUBBell Papers at the University of rglb, 
••These comments are based on notes m e .1 1 these pers there is also this note Y 

Intra-office Communication Series, MDeem~oranda ~'his ~visors fn Jan. or Feb. '61 to get out of 
RUBBell: "I advised Pres. Secty. State- ,en~ an . 
Laos entirely while we could still !'8-ve faceF. . Relations unpublished executive session tran-

••U.S. Congress Senate, Committee on oreigll • 
script, Feb. 20, 19S2. 

1\ 
I 
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Phouma was too closely connected to the Communists to be acce]lt;o]. 
able as the Prime Minister, and that a coalition government 
lead to Communist controJ.l 00 Harriman responded by saying 
in Laos the U.S. had only three choices: to let the country be 
run by the Communists; to support the Phoumi government, 
might require U.S. troops; or to work out a peaceful settlement.. 
Vietnam, he said, was different. There the U.S. could help peopw' 
who were willing to fight for themselves. 

The situation in Laos during February also caused concern in 
';l'h~i~and, and to~ard ~he en~ ?f the month the U.S. responded by 
mvtting the That Foreign Mtmster, Thanat Khoman, to Washing•' 
ton for discussions. One outcome of this was the so-called Rusk­
Thanat Agreement, by which Rusk announced that the U.S. consid­
ered Thailand's independence and integrity "vital" to the national·. 
interests of the United States, and would honor its pledge to defend' 
Thailand under the SEATO Treaty even if no other SEATO nations 
were willing to act. 101 This interpretation of SEATO, which was 
the first public assertion by the United States that the U.S. could' 
act unilaterally under the treaty, even if other members were not· 
willing to act, was subsequently given by the executive branch as a 
legal justification for U.S. unilateral action in Vietnam. 102 

Rusk said later: "Before we joined in the Rusk-Thanat communi­
que, we talked to a number of senators who agreed that that was 
what the Treaty itself said." 1 oa 

Accordin~ to Kenneth T. Young, then the U.S. Ambassador to 
Thailand, 'Bangkok and Washington were able in March 1962 to 
negotiate a significant interpretation of the SEATO Treaty which 
finE!ssed Thailand's vigorous drive to modify the treaty in ways · 
whiCh the United States could not have accepted without creating 
serious constitutional difficulties." This interpretation of the right 
of unilateral action, he said, "amounts to a de facto bilateral de­
fense alliance within the constitutional framework of the United 
States." 104 

On February 27, 1962, Harriman and Abram Chayes, the State 
Department's Legal Adviser, met in executive session with the For­
eign Relations Committee to explain the concerns of Thailand, and 
the interpretation of SEATO which was to be announced in the 
communique on the Rusk-Thanat agreement. According to Harri­
man, the Thais wanted to be assured that if they were attacked by 

•••Simi.lar comments were made by several members of the House Foreign Affairs Commit­
tee, especially Walter H. Judd (R/Minn.) and Clement J. Zablocki (D/Wis.) during hearings on 
the foreign aid bill in March. Judd called it a "retreat, retreat, retreat" ~!icy. See U.S., Con­
gress, House, Comm!ttee on Foreign Affairs, Foreign Assistance Act of 1962, Hearings, 87th 
Cong., 2d sese. (Washmgton, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1962), pp. 654-655, 699. 

101For the text see Department of State Bulletin, Mar. 26, 1962. 
•••According to William Bundy, the Thais were informed orally in March of 1961 that the 

U.S. was P.repared to take such unilateral action under this interpretation of SEATO and of U.S. 
responsibilities under SEATO. "The substance of the Rusk-Thanat Communique a year later 
was thus conveyed privately at this time, and so far as the record shows with no particular 
thought that it was novel or a new departure." Bundy MS., ch. 3, p. 23. Bundy contends (ch. 5, p. 
18), that such an interpretation was not and is not a novel interpretation of U.S. responsibilitiN 
under a multilateral treaty. "In no such case, surely, would the US, then or at any other time, 
accept the dissent or 'veto' of any single member as meaning that the American obligation 
ceased." See also U. Alexis Johnson with Jeff Olivarius McAllister, The Right Hand of Power, p. 
305. 

•••Letter to CRS from Dean Rusk, Oct. 22, 1984. 
•••Quoted by Russell Fifield, Americans in Southeast Asia: The Roots of Commitment (New 

York: Crowell, 1973), p. 266, from an unpublished manuscript of Young's. 
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the Communists there would not have to be unanimous. action on 
the art of SEATO in order for the U.S. to come to thetr d~fensE!· 

s!ator Gore asked Harriman why th~ proposed commumque, tf 
't constituted a commitment, was not bemg sent to the SeJ?-a!e f~r 
~ proval as a treaty. Harriman replied, " ... the ~egal opt~~on ts 
t~at there is no need to consult with this .Commtt~ee. · · · . The 
communique, he said, would merely be statmg pu~hcly the mter-

tatl·on of the treaty as presented to the commtttee by Dulles, 
pre h Th · 1oli and as explained previously to t e ais. . 

1 early May 1962 (a coalition government still had not been es-
tabYished), attacks 0~ Nam Tha increased, ~nd there werE!, r'£mors 
that a nearby town had been overrun. This sent Phoumi s orces 
into headlong retreat southward until they crossed thS ~eko~~ 
River into sanctuary in Thailand. The leader C?f th!d U. h pe~tid 
Forces team advising the Laotians at Nam Tha. ts s~u to ave. o 
his headquarters: "The morale of my battaho!l IS substantially 
better than in our last engagement. The last tm~e, they drop~e~ 
their weapons and ran. This time, they took thetr weapons wtt 
them."106 

Although the seriousness of the .N~m T_ha defeat was pr<?bably 
overestimated by the Kennedy admimstratwn, th~re was an ~mr::e­
diate reaction in Washington. Hilsman and Harnman argue ~ at 
the U.S. had to respond with military moves that would ~onvmce 
the Communists that the United States ~ould go to _war, If neces­
sar to defend Laos as well as reassurmg the Thais of the U.S. 
co~:nitment. At the ~arne time, they said, t~e U.S. did not want to 
give Phoumi the impression that it was pulling aw1;1y from our s~p­
port for a coalition government. The JCS we~e agam oppos~~ ~0 tl:.­
tervening unless adequate force was authonzed to ~CCOIJ?-P ts e 
objectives. They proposed that support for Phoumi be mcreased, 
and that there be a naval show of force. 

In a meeting with his advisers on May 10, Kennedy agreed to 
send a naval task force from the Seventh Fleet toward .the G~lf of 
s· the South China Sea as proposed by the JCS. Htlsman s .re­
a~~f::~ to this at the time w~s that "the military [had~ started gom, 
soft on us again, you know every time they beat their ch~sts unti 
it comes time to do some fighting ~nd then .~~~y start backu~g dow~ 
just like they did in Laos last sprmg. . . . · · · th~ PrestdeJ?-t IS 
boxed' [in] Because of the military softness he has only ~ectd~d 
half of what is necessary to be effective in really deterrmg t e 
Communists. And that is he hasn't decided enough .to deter .the 
Communists but he had decided more than enought [stc] to get mto 
all sorts of political trouble."' 107 . 

By the time another meeting was held on the followmg day (~ay 
11, 1962), Kennedy had received Eisenhower's support for takmg 

•••U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee. on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive session 
transcript, Feb. 27, 1962. 

• ••Stevenson The End of Nowhere, P· 17 4. · Th' k?' J h F K 
•••These and following quotations are from "'When Do I Have T1me to .m . o n . · en­

ned Roirer Hilsman and the Laotian Crisis of 1962," by Stephen E. Pelz, Diplomatic HIStoili, .3 
(S ~· ll 1979) p 21&.230 based on notes dictated by Hileman on May 11, 1962, and made pu he 
inpTh~' by Hifs.;.an and 'the Kennedy Library. For Hilsman.'s discussi~n ?f the cont;inbts of the 
memo which he and Harriman prepared, as well as his pubhshed d~r1pt10n ?f the e ate over 
Laos see To Move A Nation, pp. 143 ff. In the Summer 1979 1ssue of D•plomattc HIStory, 
pp. 3'45-348, he also commented on Pelz' article, followed by a reply from Pelz. 
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milita~ action in Laos and, feeling less threatened politically h 
approv .. stronger measures which came much closer to meeti 8 

~he pos1~10n taken by Harriman and Hileman. In addition to se ::f 
mg a umt from the Seventh Fleet, he agreed to send approxima~l • 
~0~0 U.S: troops to Thailand for deployment on the Mekong R" y · 
hi: :~i~j~ ~aMa~cf9~fi~~ to ~~sk.an, Kenhnedy, in contras~v: 
vening this time " H h asd m mgk muc. more about inter-' 

d · · · · e a even as ed H1lsman to prepare 
memor~n urn on the Formosa and Middle East Resol t · a · 

to
ently With ~he thou~ht C?f possibly sending a resolutio~ ~~n~ngrapp!!';. · 

approve mtervent10n m Laos. - . 
It was ~lso clear that Rusk and McNamara were more inclined 

r~anttHliOusly to consider m<;>re forceful measures. Rusk, accord. : · 
(a~h h Hll_ltn, proposd ed puttmg U.S. forces into North Vietnam. 
M N oug I sman a ded that Rusk did not take a "strong stand ") 
all of&~~h re~oA~endedd tGehat the U.S. ~tablish a command for 

eas s•a .. un er neral Harkins. 
th OTh M~y tJ~· after , barely going through the formality of askirur 
K e ed18 rd reedquest U.~: assistance under the SEATO Treaty ,i-01 .. 

enn Y o er the military steps which he had decided to iak 
On Mabo 15, only hours before the announcement was made to th~ · 
::r~th nfhess V~as ;ro~dght into the pictu~e when the President . 

h h e ~ce res1 ent and congressional leaders, some of · d ?Il.l ad been mformed over the weekend by telephone after the 

r~i~o~;h~hr::F~r~:OS~~~~~s ~~~i£~~ State Rusk met sepa. 
~ccord1!}g to~ press report, Kennedy's meeting with the leader-

!~~;:i orb; Ad~:is~:tti~~~ ~~i~~" 1tJ!em than in asking their 

that ~ =~~:Jt~~e t!'kreignto Relations Co~mittee, Rusk said · 
U 8 fi . . . en reassure Thruland and to have 
~e~t of~~ m position to i~plemen~, if necessary,' the SEATO 

Seia"tor ~t was ll:d_t,h he 88ld, an action taken under the treaty.) 
into Laos to hr:ip88lthe Lae wt.as conhcernedh about sending U.S. forcee . 
fi o 1ans w en t ey seemed 80 "ll" to 
~ht .for their country. Rusk replied that this was not un~ mgb t 

t !it If t!te Geneva talks collapsed it might become an ~~:'uM:or:. 
said he mtended to support "my government " but th t th · blic · 
would oppose Us Tta · . • a e pu 
unilateral A~t:ri~~:~rrori' H~u;~~:::::I\~~tt&::t~:atow~u~teilo;. ' 
drts~fiof VIrgima •. a con~ervative Democrat, had calied him the 
L~~s. ore to tell him of hiS concern about sending U.S. forces into 

gh!~sth ~ee~.tha; the prospects of sending U.S. troops into Laos, 
.,e 1m1 mg act:o~ of geography and cultural characteristics, 

fu~ :he USt unpbrobmliSing prospect," and that rather than doing 
· · pro a Y would "meet the situation on the coast in 

•••Sorensen g ned 730 Th 
••• W. h ·ngi eR Va· · is decision was not promulgated by a NSAM 

were, r.:'m'tiieo&m:!' O:Y 16, 1962. Members of Consr- attending the White Houae m~ 
Saltonstall, Kuchel and Wlle~~l'l::!fd!~·JoWIIIel~;:!'l HPd~rey, and Rep_ubliCIUUI DirU., 
Boggs, and Vinson and RepubliCIUUI Halleck Areuaencls' and Cher. rfi rm

1
d ack and Democrate Albert, 

110US Co Se Co . • • 1pe 1e . 
transcrlpi, M::r;r'1962~ate, mmlttee on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive ~ · 
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some way, and specifically in North Vietnam," using air and sea 
power. 

Senator Aiken then asked if Hanoi was the base of the "Russian 
supply operation" and Rusk answered "yes." Senator Aiken fur­
ther asked whether, "if we become involved," our involvement 
would be limited to "strictly conventional weapons." Rusk replied 
that there could be no guarantee that this would be the case. 

Senators Russell B. Long (0/La.), Symington and John J. Spark­
man (D/ Ala.) told Rusk that if the U.S. was going to get militarily 
involved on any substantial scale there should be action by Con­
gress, possibly in the form of a resolution. They all agreed that it 
had been a mistake for the U.S. to become involved in the Korean 
war without such action. ". . . this silence-gives-consent business 
does not work too good," Long said, "when the thing starts going 
poorly." 

After the May 12 decision and the dispatch of military forces, the 
debate over Laos continued in the administration. It was reported 
to be serious, and at times heated, as deep cleavages developed be­
tween the "all or nothing" view of the JCS, supported by others, 
including W. W. Rostow, and the Harriman-Hilsman preference for 
limited military action. Finally, according to Hileman, those who 
favored more limited action were able to get agreement on action 
by the President on May 29, 1962 directing the development of con­
tingency plans for military action in Laos, under which Thai forces, 
with U.S. assistance, would seek to take and hold a province on the 
Mekong River in the western part of Laos, while Thai, Vietnamese 
or U.S. forces would recapture and hold the "panhandle" in the 
Southern part of Laos. 111 

As a result of several factors, including the effects of U.S. mili­
tary movements (although there is no indication that the Commu­
nists intended to wage a major offensive after Phoumi's troops fled 
Nam Tha), agreement was reached early in June 1962 on a coali­
tion government, and on July 23 the Geneva Agreement (or Ac­
cords) on Laos ("Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos") was 
signed. 

On July 13, Rusk, accompanied by Chayes, met with the Foreign 
Relations Committee in an executive session to discuss the Laos 
neutrality agreement. 112 He said that it would be signed by the 
President as an executive agreement, and that it required no 
action by Congress except to help pay for the costs of the control 
commission. Senator Morse asked why it had not been sent to the 
Senate as a treaty, and Rusk replied that it was not being sent be­
cause it was primarily a declaration of policy. Morse asked whether 
there were any new commitments to use force, and Chayes replied 
that it was not a "formal guarantee agreement" by which the U.S. 
would be obligated to act. 

In a later interview Chayes was asked about the relation of Con­
gress to the 1962 Geneva agreement. He replied: 11a 

"'NSAM 157, in PP, Graveled., vol. II, pp. 672-673. 
110U.S. Consr-, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive session 

transcriJlt, July 13, 1962. 
""CRS Interview with Abram Chayee, Oct. 13, 1978. 
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. we didn't choose to treat it as a treaty. Our view then 
was somewhat different than the views that are now advanced, 
especially by Congress, about the treaty power. Our views then 
were that the President as Commander in Chief is entitled to 
make agreements of this country without submitting them to 
Congress because they, in effect, were agreements about how 
the President would exercise his powers as Commander in 
Chief. But we've come a long way since 1962 and I think the 
development is such that you wouldn't regard it as that kind of 
an agreement. 

I am confident that Harriman briefed congressional people 
from time to time on the Laotian settlement. But Congress was 
a very different animal, too. I mean, congressmen didn't want 
to get into these things. In fact, in a way, they'd just as soon 
not be briefed. They didn't want to have responsibility for 
these things, and if you briefed them they weren't probing or 
questioning. They wanted to keep their freedom of action, free­
dom to criticize when it was all over if they wanted to, but it 
was a very different atmosphere at that time. They were pre­
pared to cede, in effect, presidential jurisdiction. 

A similar observation about Congress' role with respect to the 
Geneva agreement, as well as the May 12, 1962 decision to dispatch 
U.S. forces, was made by William Bundy in an interview: 114 

I was recurrently appearing before interested congressional 
committees at this time, and I recall no serious questioning of 
the move [sending troops] as a matter of policy or of the Presi­
dent's authority to make such a move. What consultation there 
may have been, I do not know. But it's indicative of a period so 
different from today, that this kind of thing could take place. 
They weren't sent into combat; they were sent clearly for a 
sort of demonstrative purpose. It was the kind .of deployment 
that would almost certainly be questioned sharply in today's 
atmosphere, but at the time I'd be quite confident, based on 
my more or less recurrent contacts with the Hill, it was not 
questioned at all. I think that the same goes for the Laos peace 
agreement. I don't recall that it had to be submitted for ap­
proval b_y the Senate. 

Michael Forrestal, who replaced Rostow as McGeorge Bundy's 
deputy for the Far East in January 1962 (at that point Robert 
Johnson also moved with Rostow to the State Department's Policy 
Planning Staft) and was the primary White House staff liaison 
with Harriman on the final stages of the Geneva negotiations on 
Laos, also said in an interview that "no consideration" was given 
to submitting the Geneva agreement to the Senate for approval, 
and that there was "no demand" from the Senate that this be 
done: 1115 

I think at that time the view was, assuming that the Presi­
dent had the right . . . to send economic and minor military 
assistance to a country that asks for it, that since he had that 
right he also had the right to pull out and that he didn't have 
to negotiate a treaty to do that. . . . So the issue of the Con-

114CRS Interview with William Bundy, Aug. 3, 1978. 
""CRS Interview with Michael Forrestal, Oct. 16, 1978. 
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gress really didn't come up. And I can't remember a single 
person suggesting that [Senate approval]. 

Forrestal said that during the spring of 1962 he met with key 
Members of Congress, including Fulbright, Mansfield, Russell and 
John Stennis (D/Miss.), and Thomas E. Morgan (D/Pa.) and Clem­
ent J. Zablocki (D/Wis.) in the House, to keep them informed about 
the progress of the Geneva negotiations, but that with the excep­
tion of Mansfield none of them showed much interest in the 
matter. (Stennis, he said, was concerned about the effects of a Laos 
settlement on the rest of Southeast Asia, and on U.S. international 
prestige.) "My sense," Forrestal said, "is that they didn't want to 
hear much about it. . . . I think they felt that it was a messy sub­
ject. It wasn't going to be useful to them politically. They'd just 
rather have the administration handle it and not get involved." 
Forrestal added that in the case of the committee chairmen them­
selves (Fulbright, Russell, Morgan), they did not seem to want to 
have their committees involved, and did not suggest that the sub­
ject be brought before the committees. ". . . not until the very end 
were there even any hearings of any sort on the subject, and cer­
tainly no public ones." This was his explanation: 

I think it's because at that time there seemed to be in Con­
gress, among the leadership at any rate, a real disinclination 
to get into Executive foreign affairs, the foreign affairs con­
ducted by the Executive, partly because so much information 
was classified; people's lives were involved overseas, and they 
didn't want to be burdened with the responsibility of knowl­
edge. And even if they did have the knowledge, they probably 
felt, although none of them ever tol~ me this, "What am , I 
going to do about it? I know somethmg, maybe, but I can t 
make a speech about it because it's all terribly secret. My con­
stituents aren't really interested in this any way .... They 
hardly know where Laos is." We didn't have enough men over 
there to pose a political problem, with casualties and that sort 
of thing, so at that time it just didn't seem to be something 
they wanted to get involved in. 

Congress accepted the 1962 Laos settlement with little open dis­
sent partly because of deference to the Executive, but primarily 
beca'use few Members wanted to see the U.S. become more actively 
involved, especially militarily, in Laos. At the same time, many if 
not most Members were privately if not publicly skeptical that the 
settlement had "settled" anything, and there was considerable con­
cern, especially among those who favored a ~trong stand by . th~ 
U.S. in Southeast Asia, that it would work m the Commumsts 
favor.ll6 

Should Vietnam Also Become Neutral? 
During the first several months of 1962, while efforts continued 

to bring about the neutralization of Laos, a few of Kennedy's asso­
ciates and advisers again raised the possibility of making Vietnam 
neutral as well. They were not convinced that the new "limited 

•••For an example of these views see the private letters to Rusk and Harriman from Repre­
sentative Melvin R. Laird (R./Wis.) on July 24 and Aug. 23, 1962, and their replies, printed sub­
sequently in CR, vol. 110, pp. 12257-12258. 
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partnership" was workable, or that the U.S. could find a solution 
to the Vietnam problem, and they wanted, above all, to avoid the 
large-scale use of force as the ultimate answer. One of these was 
Ambassador Galbraith, who broached the possibility of a neutral 
Yietnam with Kennedy in early April 1962, during a trip to Wash­
mgton. Kennedy, according to Galbraith, "was immediately inter­
ested," and asked him to talk to Harriman and McNamara and to 
give him something in writing. Both Harriman and McNamara es­
peciall~ Harriman, were "warmly sympathetic," and on Apr'u 4 
Galbraith gave Kennedy a memorandum on the subject which he 
said also reflected Harriman's ideas. 11 7 In it he warned the Presi­
dent of the perils of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, asserting that 
~>Ur "growing military commitment . . . could expand step by step, 
mto a major, long-drawn out and decisive military involvement. ' 
This, together with support of an ineffectual government and polit­
ical leader, he said, posed the danger that the U.S. would " ... re­
place the French as the colonial force in the area and bleed as the 
French did." 

G!llbrai~h reitera~, his opposition ~ the use of U.S. troops or 
adVISers m combat: We should resiSt all steps which commit 
American troops to combat action and impress upon all concerned 
the importance of keeping American forces out of actual combat 
commitment." He also urged that the U.S. remain in the back­
g_round in the case of the strategic hamlet program and the defolia­
tion program, where the presence of an outside power might be re­
sented, and where the U.S. might suffer from identification with 
unpopular activities. ("Americans in their various roles" he said 
"should~ as invisible as the situation permits.")! IS ' ' 

Galbrruth urged Kennedy to seek a political solution to the Viet­
nam problem, . to red~ce commitments to the Diem government, 
and to seek diplomatic support both for the establishment of a 
more viable non-Communist government and for efforts to bring an 
end to the insurgency, accompanied by U.S. withdrawal. 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, replying to a request for comment on 
the Galbraith memo, said that his suggestions would have the 
ef!ect of putting ~he U.S. "in .a position of initiating negotiations 
With the commum~ts to seek disengagemei?-t from what is by now a 
well-known commitment to take a forthright stand against Com­
munis~, in Southeas~ Asia." "Any reversal of U.S. policy," they 
ad~ed,. could hav~ diSastrous effects, not only upon our relation­
shi.P With South VIetnam, but with the rest of our Asian and other 
alhes as well." 119 

No action appears to have been taken on Galbraith's suggestion 
but a short while later, toward the end of the Geneva Conferenc~ 
on La~ (the dates are not clear), Harriman was authorized by Ken­
nedy himself to meet privately with North Vietnamese delegates to 
t!'te Conference for the purpose of exploring possibilities of negotia­
tion~ OJ?- Vietnar_n, includ!n~ the possibility of a conference on neu­
tralization of VIetnam simllar to the one on Laos. Harriman ac­
companied by his deputy, William Sullivan, went to the hotel ~uite 

117 John Kenneth .Galbraith, A Life in Our Tima (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1981), p. 477. 
•••From the text m PP. Graveled., vol. II, pp. 670-671. 
110/bid., pp. 671-672. 
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of the Burmese delegation to the Conference, where they met with 
the North Vietnamese Foreign Minister, Ung Van Khiem, and one 
of his aides. The meeting was fruitless, Sullivan said later. "We got 
absolutely nowhere. We hit a stone wall." 120 

Harriman's position, which Sullivan said the President shared, 
was that ". . . once you get the Laotian settlement that you might 
be able to expand it into a larger area of understanding, and, par­
ticularly if you got the Soviets to recognize that it united their in­
terests as well as ours to try to neutralize the whole Indochina 
area, that otherwise it might fall prey to the Chinese, and that we 
might be able to build therefore on the Laos settlement as some­
thing which would move toward a larger settlement in the whole 
Indochina area. . . . At least he [Kennedy] was constantly looking 
for opportunities to see if we could expand from the Laos agree­
ment, but at the same time feeling more confident about his mili­
tary posture in Vietnam once Laos had been tidied up [i.e., that 
Vietnam was a more suitable place to take a stand]." 121 

The failure of this attempt to probe the possible interests of the 
North Vietnamese in negotiations strengthened the resolve of Ken­
nedy and his associates to prosecute the campaign against the Com­
munists in Vietnam. 122 Some of them, including Rusk and U. 
Alexis Johnson, who had not favored the idea in the first place, 
were confirmed in their opinion that it was a mistake to seek such 
a solution, or to consider, at that stage, U.S. withdrawal from Viet­
nam. This position was supported by the reports coming in from 
Vietnam about improvements in the situation resulting from in­
creased U.S. assistance. Many policymakers seemed to believe, and 
were telling Congress and the public, that they were optimistic. 

John Newhouse, who was dealing with Vietnam for the Foreign 
Relations Committee, reported to Fulbright on February 23, 1962 
on a long conversation he had held with the State Department 
desk officer for Vietnam, Chalmers Wood, who was also on the 
Vietnam Task Force in which Wood said that developments in 
Vietnam were encouraging. Newhouse concluded that if this eval­
uation was correct, ". . . it would seem very unlikely that the 
question of American combat forces need arise. What will be re­
quired of us is patience, because the process of eliminating the in­
fluence and presence of these hard core VietCong cadres will prob­
ably take years, five years some say. It will be difficult, but the 
actual fighting can presumably be left to the GVN forces, whose 
competence is expected to increase steadily." 123 

On March 16, 1962, McNamara testified before the House Appro­
priations Committee on the foreign aid appropriations bill, and said 
he was "optimistic" about the prospects in Vietnam. He main-

12°Kennedy Library, Second Oral History Interview with William Sullivan, Aug. 5, 1970, p. 
32; CRS Interview with William Sullivan, July 31, 1980. 

,.,Second Oral History Interview with William Sullivan, p. 34. 
111Following another trip to Southeast Asia in May 1962, Chester Bowles again urged Kenne­

dy to seek a negotiated settlement of the Vietnam conflict. Kennedy and Rusk both expressed 
interest, but FE, Bowles said (he was referring to Harriman), was opposed, and a trip which he 
was to make to explore the idea was finally called off. See Promises to Keep, pp. 410-414. In the 
spring of 1963, Bowles made one last effort to persuade Kennedy to seek a negotiated settlement 
and to avoid a major U.S. military commitment to Vietnam. There was no response to his 
memorandum to the President. 

110University of Arkansas, Fulbright Papers, series 48. 
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tained that the U.S. would attain its objectives, and suggested that 
the end was in sight: "I would say definitely we are approaching it 
from the point of view of trying to clean it up and terminating sub­
version, covert aggression, and combat operations .... " (He also 
took the position that U.S. forces might be detrimental: ". . . to in­
troduce white forces-U.S. forces-in large numbers there today, 
while it might have an initial favorable military impact would 
almost certainly lead to adverse political and in the long run ad­
verse military operations.")124 

The administration was also waging at least a limited. campaign 
to persuade the public that the new U.S. program in Vietnam was 
both necessary and effective, and that a negotiated settlement in 
Laos was the wisest course of action under the circumstances. 

Harriman himself, while working behind the scenes to explore 
possible negotiations, publicly defended the new Vietnam program, 
and on May 27, 1962, the New York Times Magazine published an 
article by him on "What We Are Doing in Southeast Aisa," in 
which he explained U.S. policy toward both Laos and Vietnam. 

George Ball, another skeptic behind closed doors, gave a rousing 
defense and justification for the U.S. role in Vietnam in a speech 
on April 30, 1962, before the Detroit Economic Club. He said, in 
part: 

If the Vietnamese people were to lose the struggle to main­
tain a free and independent nation, it would be a loss of tragic 
significance to the security of Free World interests in the 
whole of Asia and the South Pacific. 

And more than that, if the United States were to neglect its 
solemn commitments to the Vietnamese people, the conse­
quences would not be limited even to those areas-they would 
be world-wide. For the Free World's security cannot be given 
away piecemeal; it is not divisible. When the going gets rough 
we cannot observe those commitments that are easy or near at 
hand and disregard the others. 

What we do or fail to do in Viet-Nam will be felt both by our 
antagonists and our friends. Any United States retreat in one 
area of struggle inevitably encourages Communist adventures 
in another. How we act in Viet-Nam will have its impact on 
Communist actions in Europe, in Africa and in Latin America. 
Far from easing tensions, our unwillingness to meet our com­
mitments in one tension area will simply encourage the Com­
munists to bestir trouble in another. 

Asserting that the struggle against the Communists in Vietnam 
would "definitely" be won, Ball said, "This is a task that we must 
stay with until it is concluded. But we should have no illusions. It 
will not be concluded quickly. It took eight years in Malaya. 

"What we can expect in Vietnam is the long, slow arduous exe­
cution of a process. Results will not be apparent over night. For the 

, .. U.S., Congress, House, Committee on Appropriations, Foreign Operations Appropriations 
for 1963, 87th Cong., 2d seas. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1962), p. 370. The quota· 
tion on U.S. forces was deleted from the printed text of the hearing by the Defense Department. 
but appears in a reprint of that part of the testimony in PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 173. After a 
visit to Vietnam in May 1963, McNamara said privately that it would take 6 years to defeat the 
Communists, according to Maxwell Taylor, then Chairman of the JCS. Swords and Plowshara, 
p. 251. 
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operation is, of necessity, the patient winning back of a land to 
freedom, village by village." . . 

According to Ball, "The United States has no combat umts m 
Viet-Nam. We are not fighting the war, as some reports have S?g­
gested. We are not running the war, as the Communists have tned 
assiduously to argue." . 

The morning after Ball's speech, the New York H_erald_ Tr:tbu'!e 
carried an article by its renowned reporter, Marguer1te H1ggms, m 
which she wrote that "American retreat or withdrawal from S<?uth 
Viet-Nam is unthinkable, according to Mr. Ball. The Amencan 
commitment, moreover, is irrevocable." Ball im~e?iat~ly sent a 
memo to McGeorge Bundy asserting that the H1ggms mterpreta­
tion was not correct, and that his speech was intended to empha­
size the limited nature of the U.S. involvement. He quote? passages 
from the speech, including those above, to buttress h1s pomt. 

McGeorge Bundy sent Ball's memo_ and .. a copy of the speech to 
the President with a cover note saymg, I thmk Ge?rge defends 
himself fairly against Maggie Higgins, but I also thmk that the 
speech has a tone and co~tent tha~ we. vyould not have cle~~ed, 
simply from the point of view of mamtammg a cha~ce of pohbc~ 
settlement. From the way George has been telephonmg to explam 
this speech, I doubt there will be another one without clearance 
over here." 12 :. 

Messages contrary to the official optimism of W ashingt?n were 
being received, however, not only from ~.S. and other media corre­
spondents in the field, but from other mformed pe~so~s who ?'ere 
concerned about the situation, and who were _becommg mcreasmgly 
alarmed about the trends they saw developmg. One of these _wa;; 
Wesley R. Fishel, (former adviser to Diem and head of the MI~hi­
gan State University group in Vietnam in the 1950s), who had JUSt 
come back from a month's visit to Vietnam. He was very depre~sed 
over what he had found. (It will be recalled that the M1chig~ 
State University contract in Vietnam h~d ju~t been finally termi­
nated by Diem, allegedly because of articles m the ~.S. press and 
periodicals by former members of the MSU team. wh1ch were co:r;t­
sidered to be critical of the Diem government.) Fishel reported his 
findings to John A. Hannah, president of_ Michigan _State,_ who sent 
them to President Kennedy with a covermg letter m wh~ch ~e ex­
plained that although Michig~n State regretted the termu~atwn of 
the contract, the purpose of h1s letter was to call Kennedy s atten­
tion to Fishel's views. 12 6 

In his report to Hannah, Fishel said, among other things: 
For the first time in seven and one-half years I have become 

a pessimist about the fate of South Vietnam. In the two and 

, .. Kennedy Library, POF Country File, Vietnam General, 1962. ~e .speech; was not published 
in the Department Of State Bulletin, probably because of the reactton tt recetyed, and Ball does 
not mention it in hlS memoirs. The quotes above are from the New York Times, May 1, 1962. 

'""Fishel's letter of Feb. 17, 1962, Hannah's of Feb. 26, and an aclu_Iowlec;Jgement fror_n 
McGeorge Bundy on Mar. 26, are in the Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vtetnam. II! hlB 
letter to Kennedy Hannah who had served as an Assistant Secretary of Defense under ElSen­
hower, made this interestinil observati'?n about th~ !'d.SU contract: "We recognized_ at the begil!­
ning that we were involving ourselves tn '!Orne actiVIties t~at were ~rdly ap~rop~ate f'?r a um· 
versity to be concerned with, but becaWJe 1t -med to be m the Umted States natiOnal mterest, 
and because our cooperation .w!Y n19uested by Mr. [Harold E.] Su.-n and other,s near the 
center of the Eisenhower Admmistration, we agreed to do what we were asked to do. 
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one-half years since my last visit to that country there has 
been a most profound and distressing deterioration there, po­
litically, socially, and psychologically. Economically, though 
some progress is still being made the gains of the past few 
years are in many cases being reversed .... Militarily, the 
recent influx of thousands of American officers and men, and 
dozens of helicopters, etc., is starting to make a distinct change 
in the situation already, turning what was a minus into a plus. 
I would hesitate to predict, however, that the plus will remain 
that for long, for I find it hard to believe that the Chinese and 
Viet Cong will allow this challenge to go unmet. Indeed, my 
travels to the high plateau, the center, and the Mekong delta 
last month have left me with the impression that a Viet Cong 
offensive is very likely in the next few weeks. By that I don't 
mean a major invasion out of the north, but rather a heavily 
intensified terrorization program that may spread even to the 
cities, with the intent of panicking the population and weaken­
ing the Diem government's hold still more. 

Politically and psychologically things are at a low ebb. The 
commendable programs which were begun a few years ago 
have been allowed in many instances to lose their momentum 
by reason largely of a failure on the part of the Central Gov­
ernment to follow through on initial decisions and acts. The 
hopes and aspirations of 1954 and 1955 have been allowed to 
die, and a miasma of apathy pervades the atmosphere. I talked 
more than casually with 118 people during my four weeks in 
Vietnam. Almost all are people I have known for many years. 
None of them is politically part of the "opposition." At least 
two thirds of them were still Diem's strong adherents in 1959. 
Yet today, only three or four of these men and women sup­
ports the government with discernible enthusiasm. Then too, 
there is much popular fear: fear that "the Viet Cong are 
coming,'' and that the government is not going to be able to 
move to meet the Communist threat swiftly enough to save 
many people from being hurt or killed. 

"Unless Vietnam experiences a major and favorable psychologi­
cal shock within the next few months, I doubt seriously whether it 
will survive," Fishel added, "notwithstanding our efforts and our 
money and our men. The bright spots which were so clearly visible 
two and even one year ago are now fading into insignificance be­
cause the regime still has failed to mobilize the hearts and loyalties 
of the people." 

Optimism Leads to a Plan for Reduction of the U.S. Role 
Despite reports to the contrary, policymakers in Saigon and 

Washington continued to believe that the situation in Vietnam was 
improving. In a report on June 18, 1962 to Assistant Secretary of 
State Harriman, the Bureau of Intelligence and Research (Hils­
man) discussed specific actions being taken along with a brief cri­
tique of each, and ended with a "Summary Assessment." 127 With 

1 1TThe text is in PP, DOD ed., book 12, pp. 469-480. 
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respect to developments in the "military-security sector," the paper 
stated: . ·11 t · t It is too early to say that the _Y1et Cong ~ern a: e!ror1s 

onslaught is being check~, but It can be. said that It I.s n<_>w 
meeting more effective resistan~e and havm~ .to cope with u:~­
creased aggressiveness by the VIetnamese mihtary and securi­
ty forces. Nonetheless, the y~et Cong continue to increase their 
armed strength and capability and, on balance, to erode gov­
ernment authority in the countryside. 

There had not been as much improvement, Hilsm~n's .report 
said, in other areas, and ". . . while there are encouraging signs. of 
popular support for the government, tht;re has been no m~Jor 
break-through in identifying the people with the struggle agamst 
the Viet Cong." 

We conclude that: . . 
1. there is no evidence to support certam all.e~abon~ of 

substantial deterioration in the political and mihtary situ-
ations in Vietnam; . 

2. on the contrary, there is evidence of heartem;'l~ 
progress in bolstering the fighting effectiveness of the mili-
tary and security forces; . 

3. however, there is still much to be done m strengthen­
ing the overall capacity of the Vietnamese Governm~nt to 
pursue its total counterinsurge~cy effory, not onlr. m the 
military-security sector but particularly m the political-ad-
ministrative sector; . 

4. a judgment on ultimate succe~ in t!te ca~p~I~ 
against the Communist "war of national hberabon m 
Vietnam is premature; but 

5. We do think that the chances are good, provided there 
is continuing progress by the Vietnamese Government 
along the lines of its present strategy. . . 

Operating on the assumption that U.S. efforts to assist the VIet­
namese would continue to succeed, and, therefore •. th~t the U.~. 
could and should begin to consider a plan for reducmg Its .com~It­
ments and role in future years, McNamara, after consulta~10n with 
the President, directed the military to begin such plannmg. At a 
meeting in Honolulu on July 23, 1962, the day the L;tos .agreement 
was concluded, he said that by fiscal year 1968 (begmnmg July 1, 
1967), U.S. personnel should be reduced from the expected peak of 
12,000 in 1963-64 to 1,500 (consisting only of MAAG .h~adquarters 
staff), and U.S. military assistance funds from $180 milhon to $40.8 
million. 128 • 

The optimism that generally prevailed at the time was further 
strengthened by reports at the Honolulu meeting that there had 
been "tremendous progress in South Vietnam." McNamara asked 
General Harkins how long it would take "before the VC co!lld be 
expected to be eliminated as a significant force," and Harkms re­
plied that it would take about a year from the time Vietnamese 

tiOfbid., Graveled., vol. II, p. I60. The Pentago':' Papers analys~ notes (p._l61) that on-; of ~he 
reasons for the plan was to counteract bureaucratic pressures for me~~ mvolvement m_Vtet­
nam. "What Secretary McNamara did was ~. force all theater justlficat1ons for force bulid-up 
into tension with long-term phase-down plane. 
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forces were "fully operational and began to press the VC in all 
areas." 129 McNamara responded that it would be more prudent to 
assume that three years would be required. He then noted, as the 
Pentagon Papers states, that ". . . it might be difficult to retain 
public support for U.S. operations in Vietnam indefinitely. Political 
pressures would build up as losses continued. Therefore, he con­
cluded, planning must be undertaken now and a program devised 
to phase out U.S. military involvement." 130 • 

Congress Accepts the New U.S. Program 
Although McNamara correctly perceived the potential problem 

of maintaining public support for the U.S. program in Vietnam, as 
later events so clearly demonstrated, there were very few signs of 
public or congressional disagreement or discontent with the ex­
panding U.S. role. During the hearings and debates in Congress in 
the spring and early summer of 1962 on the foreign aid authoriza­
tion and appropriations bills, through which funds were provided 
for the new program (except for military advisers, who were paid 
from Defense Department funds), there were only scattered ques­
tions or comments about Vietnam and about the new program, and 
in the end Congress voted overwhelmingly for providing the au­
thorization and the money requested by the Executive. 

If anything, Congress was impatient to get on with the job. In 
public hearings of the House Foreign Affairs Committee some of 
the members were skeptical about the claims of the executive 
branch that U.S. advisers were not engaged in combat, and it was 
obvious from their comments that there was considerable support 
for having advisers serve as combatants. As Representative J. L. 
Pilcher (D/Ga.), a member of the Far East Subcommittee, said, "I 
am in favor of it. That is a hot war .... It is not a cold war. When 
you send those boys over there, they are going to shoot back." 

Representative Zablocki, chairman of the Far East Subcommit­
tee, referring to the training mission of U.S. advisers, said, "If we 
want to win against the enemy we will have to use them pretty 
soon." He added that he thought the American public was "pre­
pared to assent" to this. 13 1 

The new U.S. program in Vietnam was, in fact, endorsed by 
some Members of Congress who had previously been uncertain 
about the role of the United States. Notable were the comments of 
Senators Humrhrey and Morse on October 10, 1962, praising the 
administration s efforts to develop counterinsurgency programs, 
and to improve the capability of the U.S. to engage effectively in 
counterguerrilla warfare against the Communists. 13 2 Humphrey 
said that in Vietnam " ... in recent months, the tide may well 
have turned for the forces of freedom against the Communist guer­
rillas of the north. . . . A number of striking successes have been 
achieved." He called for more effective programs and better weap­
ons and supplies to "put out these brush fires" in Vietnam and in 
other less developed countries facing Communist guerrilla warfare. 

111lbid., p. 164. 
" 0 lbid., p. 175. 
101 Foreign ABBistance Act of 1962, pp. 252, 128. 
10°CR, vol. 108, pp. 22957-22961. 
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Morse, while critical of the unilateral burden being carried by 
the U.S. in Southeast Asia, agreed strongly with Humphrey, 
saying, "Unfortunately, a good many of the soldiers of freedom 
have not been in a position where they could successfully combat 
guerrilla warfare. Therefore, we must place ourselves in a 
strengthened position, so that the Communist world will know that 
we can meet them on every front-Cuba, Berlin, southeast Asia, 
Africa. We must let them know that wherever they wish to attack 
freedom, we will stand firm and protect freedom." 

William Bundy, a principal executive branch witness on the mili­
tary assistance portion of the 1962 foreign aid legislation, says of 
the phenomenon of congressional acceptance of the new Kennedy 
program: 133 

. . . it is very striking to me in retrospect that I recall no 
significant expression of disagreement with that [the new U.S. 
program]. "How were we doing?" ... they would want to get 
your latest evaluation . . . all of that. But there was no tend­
ency to say, "Isn't this a very risky enterprise? Should we be 
in this deep?" 

Why, besides its general agreement with U.S. policy in Vietnam, 
was Congress so accepting? In 1962, as in earlier years, it is clear 
that Congress was still playing its role as the "silent partner" of 
the Executive in foreign policy, based on the post World War II 
consensual pattern of executive-legislative relationships that still 
prevailed. For example, in a major speech on Vietnam on June 3, 
1962, Senator Mansfield reiterated his belief that the determina­
tion of foreign policy is in the hands of the President. Referring to 
the recent U.S. troop deployment to Thailand, as well as the new 
U.S. military advisory role in Vietnam, he said, "Both steps repre­
sent a deepening of an already very deep involvement on the 
Southeast Asia mainland. In this, as in all cases of foreign policy 
and military command, the responsibilit~ for the direction of the 
Nation's course rests with the President. ' 134 Although he suggest­
ed the need to reevaluate U.S. policy toward Southeast Asia, he 
seemed to assume that Congress' role was primarily that of a 
forum for public discussion of the issue. 

At the time, Senator Fulbright held even stronger views about 
the role of the President. In an article in 1961 on "American For­
eign Policy in the 20th Century under an 18th Century Constitu­
tion," 136 which his critics later quoted with delight, Fulbright took 
the position that ". . . for the existing requirements of American 
foreign policy we have hobbled the President by too niggardly a 
grant of power." "The overriding problem of inadequate Presiden­
tial authority in foreign affairs," Fulbright added, "derives . . . 
f~om the 'checks and balances' of Congressional authority in for­
eign relations." Fulbright questioned ". . . whether in the face of 
the harsh necessities of the 1960's we can afford the luxury of 18th 
century procedures of measured deliberation. It is highly unlikely 
that we can successfully execute a long-range program for the 

13"CRS Interview with William Bundy, Aug. 3, 1978. 
104From the text of Mansfield's speech at Michigan State University on June 3, 1962, reprint­

ed in CR, vol. 108, pp. 10048-10050. 
•••Cornell Law (/uarterly, 47 (Fall 1961), pp. 1-13. 



128 

taming, or containing, of today's aggressive and revolutionary 
forces by continuing to leave vast and vital decision-making powers· 
in the hands of a decentralized, independent-minded and largely 
parochial-minded body of legislators. . . . I submit that the price of 
democratic survival in a world of aggressive totalitarianism is to 
give up some of the democratic luxuries of the past. We should do 
so with no illusions as to the reasons for its necessity. It is distaste­
ful and dangerous to vest the executive with powers unchecked and 
unbalanced. My question is whether we have any choice but to do 
so."136 

Mansfield and Fulbright's views were not atypical. They reflect­
ed the general attitude of most Members of Congress at that point 
in U.S. history. It is not surprising, therefore, that Congress should 
have asked so few questions during 1962 about the new U.S. role 
and program in Vietnam. ' 

An additional and very important reason for Congress' accept­
ance of the new U.S. program in Vietnam was the somewhat 
hidden nature of that program. This factor, as was mentioned earli­
er, tended to maximize the role of the Executive and to minimize 
the role of Congress. AB Carl Marcy, who was chief of staff of the 
Foreign Relations Committee during that period, said about the 
role of Congress, and specifically that of the Committee, in relation 
to Vietnam in 1962:137 "I think it is fair to say that the committee 
did not pay much attention. The war was being waged by the exec­
utive branch. Comm.ittee members didn't feel that they were in a 
good position to criticize the professional, whether it be a profes­
sional in the military or whether it be a professional in clandestine 
activities of various kinds." 

Moreover, during at least the first 6-9 months of 1962 the new 
U.S. program in Vietnam appeared, on the surface, at least, to be 
succeeding, and most Members of Congress were content, especially 
in an election year, to give it a chance to succeed. This was particu­
larly true of the Democrats, who then controlled both the House 
and the Senate, and were not inclined to raise unnecessary ques­
tions about Kennedy's foreign policy. The Republicans were in a 
better position to do so, but they, too, were generally_ assentive. 

There was also support in Congress for the new U.S. program in 
Vietnam among those Members-Humphrey being an example­
who generally supported the kind of internationalist, intervention­
ist foreign policy being conducted by the administration, and who 
were influenced by the prevailing intellectual and political fashion 
represented by the Special Group (CI). 

Once again it is also important to note that at that stage Viet­
nam was a comparatively minor foreign policy problem, and there­
fore less salient for Congress than other foreign and domestic prob­
lems. For the first six months of 1962 Laos was a more compelling 

138Years later, Fulbright commented, "The imperial fresideno/, in the wake of Vietnam and 
Watergate, seems to have fallen as fast as it rose. . . . am not mclined, however, to revive my 
formulation of 1961, calling for a more generous grant of presidential power over foreign rela­
tions. A new, more generally serviceable formulation seems required, one that will take account 
of the easential congressional role in the authorization of military and m~or political commit­
menta, and in advising broad policy directions, while leaving to the executive the ne<:M881'Y 
flexibility to conduct JXll!cy within the broad parameters approved by the legislature." J. Wil· 
liam Fulbright, "The Legislator as Educator," Foreign Affairs, 57 (Spring 1979), p. 726. 

117CRS Interview with Carl Marcy, Feb. 13, I979. ' 
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issue, and for at least the last three mon_ths th~ Cub~n "missile 
crisis," together with continuing problems m Berlm, echpsed every 
other issue. 
The Cuba and Berlin Resolutions: Immediate Precedents for the 

Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 
Concern over both Cuba and Berlin_ pro~~ted Con~ess. to pass 

resolutions in the fall of 1962 suppo~mg _mihtary action,_ If neces­
sary, by the President at his own discretion, both of vyhiC_h, espe­
cially the Cuba Resolution, served as precedents and JUstification 
for the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in 1964. In both c~es, moreover, 
Congress seemed to be as insistent as the Executive that such 
action should be taken to demonstrate the "unified national will" 
to resist Communist aggression. 

The Cuba Resolution 138 which was enacted by Congress on Sep­
tember 26 1962 stated' the determination of the United States: "to 
prevent by whatever means may be necessary, including th~ use of 
arms, the Marxist-Leninist regime in Cuba from. exten~I~~· by 
force or the threat of force, its aggressive or su~versive actiVIties. to 
any part of this hemisphere," and "to prevent m <?~ba the creat~on 
or use of an externally supported military capability endangermg 
the security of the United States .... " 139 . . . . 

By passing this resolution, which had no time hmit, and whiCh 
accepted and affirmed-but did not aut~orize-the use of the 
armed forces, if necessary, Congress gave Its advance, open-ended 
approval to any decision by the President to use a~y or all of the 
armed forces of the United States to meet the perceived t~reat. ~y 
so doing, it implicitly accepted the P_r~sident's _own ~ert10n of his 
constitutional right to und~rtake mih_tary actiOn .agamst Commu­
nism in Cuba without needmg any action by or approval from Con­
gress. In a speech on September 13, Kennedy had state~ that "AB 
President and Commander in Chief, I have full authonty now to 
take such action." 

Unlike previous resolutions (Formosa, Middle. East), there was 
almost no debate in committee or on the floor with_ respect to the 
legal and constitutional aspects of the Cuba Resolution. The _House 
Foreign Affairs Committee report made no ref~rence to ~his sub­
ject, and the joint report of the Senate ~oreign Rela~10ns and 
Armed Services Committees140 brushed aside any possible ques­
tions by asserting that " ... constitutional arguments oyer the rel­
ative powers of the President and the Con~ess respe?ting the. use 
of American Armed Forces . . . have their place m Amencan 
public life; but it is important i:r:t the ?urrent _instan~e that they ~ot 
obscure what the joint committee IS conVInced IS the . essential 
unity of p~rpose, not only oft~; Cong_r~ss, but of_the President an~ 
the AmeriCan people as well. The JOmt committee voted ~nam­
mously to report the bill favorably to the Senate, where It was 
passed in one day with no significant debate. Th~ vote was 86-_1, 
with Senator Winston L. Prouty (R/Vt.) the only dissenter. He said 

u•Public Law 87-733. . . 
""For a good synopsis of the background and congressional cons1derat10n of the Cuba Resolu· 

tion see the CongressiOnal Quarterly Almanac for 1962, pp. 33I-340 (hereafter cited as CQJ. 
••os. Rept. 87-2111. 
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it was not strong enough. (Likewise, only a handful of Republicans, 
~ho felt as Prouty did, opposed the measure in a 384-7 House vote.) 
S_Ile;'lt were all _those who had spoken up in 1955 and in 1957, when 
similar resolutiOns were being enacted, about their concerns for · 
protecting Congress' war power. Conspicuously silent was Senator 
\Yayne Morse, who, coincidentally or not, was running for reelec­
tion. ~e V?ted for the resolution, s~yi~g that he was doing so be­
cause It did not delegate the constitutional war-making power of 
Congress to the President. 

The Berlin Resolution, 141 passed by Congress on October 10 
1962, declared the determination of the U.S. "to prevent by wha..: 
eyer means may be necessary, including the force of arms," any 
violation by the Communists of Allied rights in Berlin, and the 
commitment of the U.S. to help the people of Berlin maintain their 
freedom. It, too, was open-ended and time-unlimited, and took the 
position that the President could use at his discretion, and without 
further action by Congress (unless required by the need for increwr 
ing U.S. military forces), any or all of the armed forces of the 
United States to meet the stated objectives of our policy. Unlike· 
t!'te Cub~ Res<;>lution, ho~ever, it was a "sense of Congress" resolu­
tion, which did not require the President's signature and did not 
h~ve ~he f01:ce ?flaw. It did not, therefore, have the legal and con­
stitutional significance of the Cuba Resolution, nor, for that reason 
was it as important and direct a precedent for the Gulf of Ton~ 
Resolution. 

In the case of the Cuba Resolution, as in the case of the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution, the domestic political situation was a key factor 
in Congress's action. The Cuban situation was a salient issue in the 
con~essional.ca~paign in 1~62, and in 1964 the question of Presi­
dential restramt m war makmg became a salient issue in the Pres­
idential and, to some extent, congressional campaigns.142 
Warnings 

By the end of 1962, the "Comprehensive Plan for South Viet­
nam" (CPSVN), as the plan ordered by McNamara at the July 
Honolulu Conference was called, had been developed and was 
being cleared at the various levels of command. There 'was much 
less optimism about the situation in Vietnam, however than there 
had been in July. ' 

On December 3, 1962, Hilsman sent Rusk and Kennedy a long 
memo143 on the prospects in Vietnam. Its general conclusion was 
that ve_ry _little progress. was being made, and that "Elimination, 
even significant reduction, of the Communist insurgency will 
almost certainly require several years." The Communists, the 
paper reporte~ •. were stronger. than ever, and "The sharp increase 
of the U.S. military presence m South Vietnam and the events of 
recent months in Laos apparently have not weakened Communist 
resolve to take over South Vietnam." Asserting that although the 
role of the U.S. may have caused the Communists to modify their 

141 H. Con. Res. 87-570 . 
. •••See.the CQ Almanac, as well as the relevant literature on the Cuban "missile crisis," for 
mformat10n on how the Cuban issue was being handled politically in the I962 election by both 
the Democrats and the Republicans. 

•••PP, Graveled., vol. II, pp. 690 ff. 
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tactics and their timetable, the paper added that the Viet Cong had 
not been weakened, and that they " ... probably continue to look 
primarily to the long run in South Vietnam and to remain confi­
dent of eventual victory." 

On the strategic hamlet program, the paper was optimistic, while 
stating that it was too early to evaluate the program. It was criti­
cal however, of tactical bombing and crop destruction from defolia­
tio~, saying that these " ... may well contribute to the develop­
ment of militant opposition among the peasants and positive identi­
fication with the Viet Cong." 

The Hilsman report also noted that, with increasing dissatisfac­
tion among the populace, there was the possibility of a coup 
against Diem. If one occurred, the paper said, the role of the U.S. 
should be to avert a serious power struggle that could adversely 
affect the war effort, and to assist coup leaders in advance of the 
coup in avoiding precipitous action, and after the coup in establish­
ing a new government. 

Kennedy also received a disturbing first-hand report from Mans­
field, who had visited Vietnam during late November and early De­
cember 1962. Others on the trip were Senators Claiborne Pell (D/ 
R.I.), J. Caleb Boggs (D/Del.), and Benjamin A. Smith (D/Mass.). 

David Halberstam, then in Vietnam with the New York Times, 
recounted his experience with Mansfield: 144 

Mike came through Saigon in the fall of 1962 and he wanted 
to have lunch with a group of us reporters, myself, Neil Shee­
han, [UPI], Peter Arnett [AP], and possibly Mel Browne [Mal­
colm Browne, also AP]. If you wanted to get a non-official, non­
embassy briefing in Saigon in those days, there was only one 
place-American reporters .... Mike already had his doubts, 
and, of course, by then we were all very, very discouraged and 
pessimistic and we had become the enemies of the mission and 
of the regime. . . . What we were saying was hardly that criti­
cal. We were quite pessimistic, but in terms of what was to 
come later, we were reasonably mild. So Mike had lunch with 
us and it lasted for five hours. I remember going on and on 
and on. • . . What was clear was that Mike Mansfield was 
really listening. He wanted to know. 

Halberstam also recounted an incident at the airport the follow­
ing day when Mansfield refused to make a parting statement writ­
ten by the U.S. mission, (the mission acted "with incredible arro­
gance and stupidity" according to Halberstam),145 and instead 
made his own, less optimistic statement. 

Ambassador Nolting later said that he thought Mansfield was in­
fluenced by U.S. journalists, and that it was "a great mistake on 
the part of anyone who is as influential as Mansfield to come out 
there and sort of knock the legs from under U.S. policl, which 
ought to have been supported by the leader of the Senate.' Nolting 
said that he went to see Diem after Mansfield left, and told Diem: 

"Mr. President, I'm awfully sorry. Something must have 
gone wrong here. I don't know what it was but those were 
rather discouraging remarks.'' And Diem said, "I have been a 

, .. CRS Interview with David Halberstam, Jan. 9, 1979. 
140/bid. 
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friend of Senator Mansfield and he has been so ood to 
~~ ~uarn~ri'::J:h~~~~ I'm not fh~ng to let that sta~d in th~e::; 
shocked H 1 ' ' or ~orne mg to that effect. But he was 
th. 1, · e cou dn t beheve it. What impelled Mansfield to d 

IS . ve never understood. o 

tri~cC:~~I~:e~~fi~:J[in~: press accounts of Mansfield's report on his 
"th~ first nails in Dkm!: ~~ffi~~~~ about Diem's leadership, were 

ce~eern 1t~2 Mansfield party ret~rned to Washington in mid-De-
trip to the Pr!:td~~e~~ ~~:e~6;:vfJe·1 co.~fi~nti~ 13port on the 
that it was his first visit to Vietnam . · n I • ans Ie , who noted 
conclusions by saying " "t ldbseven years, summed up his 
we are once again at th~ b~ ~ ~ou e well ~ face the fact that 
cal structure in Saigon" he !:.~dii,l;~ 0

{ ~he b£g1nning." The "politi­
us for its existence th~n it was' fi Is, o ay, ar more _depend~nt on 
cork in the Southeast Asia bottle ~h yeArs ~0· If _YI~tnam IS the 
ever the cork in the Vietnamese bottin, merican aid IS more than 

in ~:~:e~~:f~t~~:;sp;~!,!!.~ both
1
}ie\namese and U.S: officials 

f~t~:J~:~~~v~~~t~~~r~~~t~~!~~~~o~~gic;~o~~ ~~et~F~~~. I~i~.{~i:! 
al [Henry Eugene] Navarre in Ha~oi ?~1953g w~_French Ge!ler­
seem to me to be in ord " A h • ce m reservations 
Viet Minh casualties a:J· the ~~~g t esfethhe include_d estimates of 
gram. ' cess o e strategic hamlet pro-

" Con?erning t_he stra~gic hamlets, Mansfield said that 
· · · Immense JOb of social enm · d an 

lays of aid on our art fi e.neermg, ependent on great out-
and enlightened l!dership~~nih~e;rs and a ~osj V~sponsiY,e, alert 
be required before the plan could suc~~~dn!llen. o . Ietnam would 
populace. m wmmng over the rural 

Mansfield expressed his continued confidenc . . 
w~rned of the ~owing power of Nhu d "th e m Diem, but 
bridled power ' wh · h · ht an e great danger of un-
p~ogram to b~ing ~c ne~Igspir!f[e~t}t rdealizh~tion dof the goa~ of the 
VIetnam. ea ers Ip an self-sacrifice to 

Mansfield also expressed c t · d 
Vietnam program which h ~n mue confidence in Kennedy's 
in the situation did not ch!n~~dd~ou:~ ~i succes~ful if the factors 
quate Vietnamese and American ea rtiCat y, ankd If there was ade-
ceed. 0 o rna e the program sue-
. The alternative Mansfield s "d 1 Intervention, which he vigoroustyio, wased· arge-scale U.S. military 

"t · d"ffi ppos · 
bl~ ~~c~p:fon I of~u~~~Y c~r;,:~ve of alt~rnatives, with the possi­
tary personnel and other re Ive com~Itment of.American mili­
ourselves against the gue~~~l:s-nd s~hrt gomg ~o war fully 

!!~:n~~j~ C:h~~h {~~~~a;~~~ :!1- ~ft3 Vle:~!~.hT~~i! a~ 
the contrary, it seems to me mo~ti~~slnti~l~~are~~n:u~k~d~r~~ 

uocRS Interview with Frederick Nolting, Dec. 7, I978. 
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tal clear to the Vietnamese government and to our own people 
that while we will go to great lengths to help, the primary re­
sponsibility rests with the Vietnamese. Our role is and must 
remain secondary in present circumstances. It is their country, 
their future which is most at stake, not ours. 

To ignore that reality will not only be immensely costly in 
terms of American lives and resources but it may also draw us 
inexorably into some variation of the unenviable position in 
Vietnam which was formerly occupied by the French. We are 
not, of course, at that point at this time. But the great increase 
in American military commitment this year has tended to 
point us in that general direction and we may well begin to 
slide rapidly toward it if any of the present remedies begin to 
falter in practice. 

In conclusion, Mansfield returned to the theme of the speech he 
had made the previous June, in which he had questioned the value 
of the years of U.S. effort and expenditure of funds in Southeast 
Asia, and suggested a possible new approach based on greater reli­
ance on diplomacy and on collective action. If it was essential for 
the U.S. to maintain a "quasi-permanent position of power on the 
Asian mainland," he told Kennedy, then there was no choice but to 
take the steps required. "But if on the other hand it is, at best, 
only desirable rather than essential that a position of power be 
maintained on the mainland, then other courses are indicated. We 
would, then, properly view such improvement as may be obtained 
by the new approach in Vietnam primarily in terms of what it 
might contribute to strengthening our diplomatic hand in the 
Southeast Asia region. And we would use that hand as vigorously 
as possible and in every way possible not to deepen our costly in­
volvement but to lighten it." 14 7 

After sending the report to Kennedy, Mansfield went to Palm 
Beach, Florida, on December 26, 1962, where he spent two hours 
going over the report with the President while sailing on Lake 
Worth. Kennedy, he said, had read the report " ... in great detail 
and . . . questioned me minutely. He had a tremendous grasp of 
the situation." 148 

According to Halberstam, 149 "Kennedy had summoned Mans­
field to his yacht, the Honey Fitz, where there was a party going 
on, and when the President read the report his face grew redder 
and redder as his anger mounted. Finally he turned to Mansfield, 
just about the closest friend he had in the Senate, and snapped, 'Do 
you expect me to take this at face value?' Mansfield answered, 
'You asked me to. go there.' Kenned?' looked at him again, icily 
now, and said, 'Well, I'll read it again! " 

Kennedy told Kenneth P. O'Donnell, one of his closest aides, "I 
got angry with Mike for disagreeing with our policy so completely, 

'"Mansfield's private report to President Kennedy, Dec. I8, 1962, together with another such 
report which he made to President Johnson on Dec. I7, 1966, was eventually made public in 
Apr. I973 in Senate Document 93-11. The public version of the report of the Mansfield group, 
Viet Nam and Southeast Asia, which is l{enerall,r similar to his private report, was issued by the 
Foreign Relations Committee as a comm1ttee pnnt in early I963. 

141Kennedy Library, Oral History Interview with Senator Mansfield, June 3, 1964, p. 24. 
141 7'he Beat and the Brightest, p. 208. 
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and I got angry with myself because I found myself agreeing with . 
him." 150 

In addition to the Mansfield group, three other Senators visited 
Vietnam late in 1962, Frank Church (D/Idaho), a member of the 
Foreign Relations Committee, Gale W. McGee (D/Wyo.), and Frank , 
E. Moss (D/Utah). They reported that although the strategic , 
hamlet program was working, the "vital ingredient"-"allegiance 
of the population to the present Government and their universal 
desire to win this struggle" -was lacking. The group concluded 
that despite the lack of progress, " ... the alternatives to holding · 
to our position there, both in the economic and military realms, are 
few indeed. The outlook must preclude either quick or decisive 
gains in the year ahead. A protracted struggle, at best, can be the 
only realistic forecast." 151 

The Hilsman-Forrestal Report 
As the year (1962) ended, Kennedy sent Hileman and Forrestal to ' 

Vietnam for a review of the situation. Both men were committed to 
the U.S. program, and their conviction that it could succeed appar­
ently was strengthened as a result of the trip. 162 . 

In their report to the President, they said, among other 
things: 153 "The war in South Vietnam is clearly going better than 
it was a year ago .... The VietCong ... are being hurt .... We 
are probably winning, but certainly more slowly than we had 
hoped. At the rate it is now going the war will last longer than we 
would like, cost more in terms of both lives and money than we 
anticipated, and prolong the period in which a sudden and dramat­
ic event could upset the gains already made." The Communists, 
they reported, "continue to be aggressive and are extremely effec­
tive." Moreover, the strength of their regular forces had increased 
despite the fact that there was almost no infiltration from outside. 
" ... it is ominous," the report stated, "that in the face of greatly 
increased government pressure and U.S. support the VietCong can 
still field 23,000 regular forces and 100,000 militia, supported by 
unknown thousands of sympathizers . . . the conclusion seems ines­
capable that the Viet Cong could continue the war effort at the ' 
present level, or perhaps increase it, even if the infiltration routes 
were completely closed." 

The continuing success of the Communists in the countryside, 
said Hileman and Forrestal, raised the "basic question of the whole 
war" -what is the attitude of the villagers? 

No one really knows, for example, how many of the 20,000 
"Viet Cong" killed last year were only innocent, or at least 
persuadable villagers, whether the Strategic Hamlet program 
is providing enough government services to counteract the sac-

10°Kenneth P. O'Donnell, and David F. Powers, "Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye"(New York: 
Pocket Book ed., 1973), p. 15. 

'"'Senate Document 88-12, Mar. 15, 1963. 
102ln a memorandum to Kennedy on Seft. 18, 1962, Forrestal said, "While we cannot yet sit 

back in the confidence that the job is wei in hand, nevertheless it does appear that we have 
finally developed a series of techniques which, if properly applied, do seem to produce results." 
Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. But he and Hileman were also concerned about 
the slow progress being made in implementing the p~am, especially on the part of Diem. 

103PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 717·725. For Hilsman s account see To Move a Nation, pp. 453-
476. 
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rifices it requires, or how the mute mass of the village~s react 
to the charges against Diem of dictatorship and nepotism. At 
the very least, the figures on Viet. Cong strength imply .a con­
tinuing flow of recruits and .supphes fr~m these same VI~lag~s 
and indicate that a substantial proportion o~ t~e popula~10n IS 

still cooperating with the enemy, although It IS Impossible to 
tell how much of this cooperation stems from fear and how 
much from conviction. Thus on the vital question of villagers' 
attitudes, the net impression is one of some encouragement at 
the progress in building strategic hamlets and the number that 
resist when attacked, but encouragement overlaid by a shadow 
of uneasiness. , 

The report added, however, that the "basic strate~c con~ept on 
which the strategic hamlet program was founded- not simply to 
kill Viet Cong, but to win the people" -was st~ll sound, but needed 
to be better implemented. The U.S., they said, should press the 
Diem government to do more, and they cited specific weaknesses 
that needed remedying. 

Forrestal and Hileman concluded their report with several com­
ments about the press, a subject that Kennedy had asked them to 
gve particular attention. Concern.ing cover~e of Diem~ the~ said, 
'The American press representatives .are bitter and Will se~ O?, 

anything that goes wrong and blow It up as much as possible. 
They advocated a "systematic campaign to get more of the facts 
into the press and T.V." to counteract the "pessimistic (and factu­
ally inaccurate) picture conveyed in the press." 

In an "Eyes Only" (for the President only) secret annex to the 
report they made two additional points. 154 First, they suggested 
the n~ed for a person to replace Nolting and to coordinate the 
entire U.S. effort. Second, they recommended that the U.S. sh?~ld 
use "the leverage we have to persuade Diem to adopt pohcies 
which we espouse." "In domestic politics," they added, "we have 
virtually no contact with meaningful oprsition elements and we 
have made no attempt to maintain aU .. position independent of 
Diem." "We should push harder," they said, "for a gradual liberal­
ization of the authoritarian political structure and for the other 
programs discussed in the body of our report." . 

According to Hileman, he an~ Forres~l had ~ecided on the way 
to Vietnam that the "central Judgment of their report would be 
the question as to whether "the potential existed in South Vietnam 
to carry out the kind of tightly disciplined, precisely co-ordinated 
political, social, and military program that wo~ld be needed to 
defeat the guerrillas"; in other wor~, whether Diem could succeed 
or should be replaced. Their conclusion was a forecast of what Ia~ 
ahead: "No matter how one twisted and turned the problem. . . , 
Hileman said, "it always came back to Ngo Dinh Diem." 155 

These conclusions were strengthened by the poor performance of 
Vietnamese forces at the battle of Ap Bac, which occurred during 
their trif. At Ap Bac, Vietnamese Army units, Hileman said, suf­
fered a 'stunning defeat," which, he added, seemed to confirm the 
judgments of some U.S. advisers and journalists about the "ineffi-

'"•Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, declassified in 1982. 
100 To Move a Nation, pp. 459, 460. 
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ciency, bad leadership, and lack of aggressiveness of th 
ment forces " (0 · th e · 
pos 't' · ·h· ·. nee agam, e official Vietnamese and uS 

I Ion wast at It had been a victory )1158 • • 
"A d th " . uatio~ as ~962 wrote Bernard Fall, in a fitting comment on the sit-

. came to an end, "the Second Indochina War 

~~:~~~~::· <~r~~r!?~F! ~h:.U~~".:: 
from Viet~amese and French casualties in 194l~~nfoJv~~ forces); 
~nd .Amencan casualties as of 1962. In South Viet-N I~hnawese 

~ ~~~t bR!~~~~tfo~!'!;o~~ ~t~e~:~~~~· :o~di·sthi~tss~~ctc'ess;ul e-:J. 
tain." 115 1 ou orne cer-

•••For HUsman's comments · · 
Quagmire, pp. 147 ff. ' see Ibid., pp. 447-449. See also )ialberstam, The Making of a 

157 Bernard Fall St t w;· h J. • ree 1t out oy, 2d rev. ed., (Harrisburg, Pa.: Stackpole, 1962), p. 350. 

CHAPTER 3 

SOWING THE WIND: THE FALL OF NGO DINH DIEM 

By the end of 1962, there were about 11,500 U.S. military person­
nel in Vietnam compared to about 3,000 at the beginning of that 
year, and their role, as well as the numbers and role of other U.S. 
personnel, had expanded sharply. Yet, as the CIA had correctly 
predicted in November 1961 during debate on the Taylor-Rostow 
report, there also seems to have been an equal or greater increase 
in Communist forces and activity. 

President Kennedy, who had received very little solace from 
Mansfield or from Forrestal and Hilsman, had reason to wonder 
whether the new U.S.-Vietnamese partnership was succeeding or 
could succeed, or whether he had committed the United States to a 
course of ever-ascending increases in men and money leading only 
to higher levels of stalemate. Yet the alternatives, reducing the 
commitment or withdrawing from Vietnam, were considered unac­
ceptable. Kennedy said in a news conference on March 6, 1963: 1 

I don't see how we are going to be able, unless we are going 
to pull out of Southeast Asia and turn it over to the Commu­
nists . . . to reduce very much our economic programs and 
military programs in South Viet-Nam, in Ca,mbodia, in Thai­
land. 

I think that unless you want to withdraw from the field and 
decide that it is in the national interest to permit that area to 
collapse, I would think that it would be impossible to substan­
tially change it particularly, as we are in a very intensive 
struggle in those areas. 

So I think we ought to judge the economic burden it places 
upon us as opposed to having the Communists control all of 
Southeast Asia with the inevitable effect that this would have 
on the security of India and, therefore, really begin to run per­
haps all the way toward the Middle East. So I think that while 
we would all like to lighten the burden, I don't see any real 
prospect of the burden being lightened for the U.S. in South-

1 Public Papers of the Presidents, John F. Kennedy, 1963, pp. 243-244 . 
. According to both Senator Mansfield and the President's assistant, Kenneth O'Donnell, some 
tu~e in the spring of 1963, after a con~ional leadership meeting at the White House at 
whhtch Mansfield again criticized U.S. military involvement in Vietnam, Kennedy told Mansfield 
t at he had changed his mind, and wanted to start withdrawing troops at the end of 1963. 
~arlton and Moncrieff, Many Reasons Why, p. 81. "But he said he couldn't withdraw all U.S. 
oi'Ce!' until after he was reelected. Otherwise there would be a 'wild conservative outcry' in the 

electton campaign." According to O'Donnell, the President told him after Mansfield had left: "In 
1965, I'll become one of the most unpopular Presidents in history. I'll be damned everywhere as 
a Communist appeaser. But I don't care. If I tried to pull out completel:y now from Vietnam we 
would have another Joe McCarthy red scare on our hands, but I can do 1t after I'm reelected. So 
We had better make damned sure that I am reelected." "Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye, "p. 16. 
. Secretary of State Dean Rusk, among others, has questioned this stor,r. and says that, in his 
J
8
udgment, Kennedy "did not reach any such conclusion in 1962 or 1963.' Many Reasons Why, p. 
2. 
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