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How Kennedy Vlewed the V1etnam Confhct 5

To the Editor:”

The theme of the Oiiver Stone iiim

- “JF.K." is that President John F.

“Kennedy ‘planned- to withdraw. from .
- Vietnam and that to prevent this, the
Central Intelligence Agency, the Pen-
tagon,the. E¢deral Bureau of fnvesti-*
gation” and possibiy people _close to
Vice -President Lyndon. B. “Johnson
conspired to Asgassirate him. Most of
this js palpable nonsense, but as Ken-

“for Far Eastern Affairs, the officer
--responsible for Vietnam, I can testify

that the first point is essentiaily true
and correct. :
On mimerous occasions President

Kennedy told me that he was deter-

_mined not to let Vietnam become an,

American war. He agreed to have -

. Americans serve as advisers, and he '

- also ' authorized American pilots -

. do the actual flying — covertly — in

trainmg Vietnamese to fly T-28's to,

bombing missions-inside: South Viet- .
nam. But he refused every suggestlon

President Dwight D. Eisenhower
.warned Kennedy he might have to
‘fight there, If so, Eisenhower said, he

~.would support the decision. Over the

next few weeks Kennedy made sev-
eral hawkish public statements. But

“after the Bay of Pigs fiasco in Cuba, bl

he changed his attitude. He told sev-'

eral people; including Richard Nixon,

that since’ “the American people do '

not want to use troops tO remove a4’

- nedy’s Assistant Secretary of State ::Communist regime only (90 miles .

“away, how ‘can I ask them- to -tse
troops -to . remove -one. 9,000 . miles:

. _away?"

Shortly after the Bay of Pigs Presi-
“dent Kennedy sent W. Averell Harri-
"man to head the Geneva negotiations

.on Laos. Harriman was fond of say- -

<ing that he got the instryctions for six
‘months of negotiations in a five'min-
ute telephone : conversation. : “All

these *people’ want ‘me .to .go for.a

military. solution in- Laos,” Kennedy
»told Harriman, “‘but-that is impossi-'

i

MacArthur told him it would be fool-"]
ish to fight again in Asia and that the7,
problem should be solved at the diplo- !
matic table, Later” General Taylor"
said that MacArthur’s views made “a ..
hell of an impression on the President
so that . wheneyer”he'd” get: ‘this.
mijlitary advice from the Jaint Chiefs .
.or from me or anyone else, he'd say~,
‘Well, now, you gentiemen, you go ‘v
-back and convipce General MacAr~-"
. ‘thur, then T’ll.be convinced.””

. Réferring to the recommendation -
‘. that Taylor and Rostow made to send
troops, Taylor said: ‘“The last thing"*
he [Kennedy] wanted was to put i
our ground forces, .., I don't recal Nt

. anyone who was strongiy against [théj 2

:recommendation], except one man b
and that was the President.”.

In a press conference in March” s
1962, Kennedy said that sending com- X
. bat troops would be “a basic change

.~which calls for a constltutlonai

decision land] of course 1 would go to
'the Congress.”

‘ble. What 1 want you to do is i'ind a
poiiticai soiution A

to send American combat forces.
- Once, at that time, you reported in
a small- front-page ‘box that some m

aid in" 19615 Kennedy sent Gen.

.-American major general was visiting - Maxwell D.; ‘Taylorand: Waitr ‘W Ros-

:When' South’, Vietnarn ‘asked for;'

In July 1962 Kennedy ordered De-" o
fense SFcretary Robert McNamara"~ .
/ to start planning for the phased with-<:4-

. drawal of "U.S, " military personnei‘1

.Vietnam. The P!
‘home .and ‘in

sident called meat
idedly purple. lane
guage took' me to task for letting an

. American “general visit Vietnam. :

‘States, he said,’ must ke
‘file in Vietnam so we can negotiate its
lneutraiization as.we had in Laos. '

,“Remember Laos,’i he- said on- this:s ¢

3 low pro--+

. When he paused ior breath, point-

’ ed out that'] had no authority to deny .
. a general permission to visit Vietnam
* — in fact, I had not even known about *
".the trip. "*Oh;"" said the President and

slammed down the: ‘phone -without

-even saying goodbye. That afternoon :
".a National Security:Action Memoran- |

‘dum came out saying that no officer .
of flag or 'general.rank could visit

Vietnam without the written permis--

..sion of the Assistant: Secretary of

. ‘State for. Far Eastern Affairs.:.

[

‘When Kennedy took office, Laos
was the hot spot and the departing

~10W_to. Vietnam to investigate. They
" recommierided not only an incredsé in
+aid and advisers, but also 10,000 U. S,
_combat troops. Kennedy gpproved [}

Gilpatric ‘thé)

Defense, even sending, A yiéers was

done reiuctantly

<reést of Southeast Asia would foliow

But the quote is taken out of context. -

It was in answer to a’ question not
.+ about troops .or, fighting ‘but about _.:
why Kennedy,continued to send Viet-
:nam economic and military aid.

“Robert Kennedy and: His Times,”
documents other. episodes showing
President: Kennedy’s determination
- not to iet Vietnam become an Ameri-
can war One was when Gen Dougias

‘Arthur Schlesinger Jr., in his book

.President " Kennedy is sometimes‘, -
quoted as citing the so-called domino
theory that if Souyth Vietnam fell, the _

from Vietnani, but it was not until’ >
May 1963 that the Pentagon produced" s
. a plan. Beforg his tragic death in an _
irplane ° crash, “John ’ fcNaughton, 4
Assistant’ Secretary ‘of ' Defense for ~P‘
nternational affairs, said he undefs "

‘stood President Kennedy” 0™
.close out Vietnam by-1965; *“whethe: W‘
it was in-good ‘shape or bad.” 5 :
e historical’ record,” in su :

cie r: President. Kennedy was detervi w

!

' troops (as- opposed. 1
: fight in Vietnam rior: 10 ‘bomb Norths

‘Vietnam. This': does 'not " prove’ he ""V-

- would. have ‘withdrawn complétely,’ e
‘including the'16,500 advisers. Howev- L’
er, the record is clear that he had laid i
the groundwork for doing’ so. Shortly:

-’before his death, he took the first step. )
by ordering’ the first 1,000 advisers "

home - . ROGER HILSMAN“'"
i New York -Jan,; 15 1992 1e
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%+ Histbrians and pundits criticize the ™~
' - movie ‘*J.F.K."" on the grounds that it ;
.- -plays ldose with the facts. On the N
#-subject at the very heart of the de-.,”
;.1 ‘hate' — John F. Kennedy’s Vietnam .,
i policy = they ‘play loosely with the f
facts themselves. They claim that ™

' ~because " Kennedy " appointees like”
.Dean Rusk, Robert McNamira and

others , advised Lyndon Johnson to~
send combat troops to Vietnam, that ¥,

- Kennedy, hadhie lived; would havé ™
‘sent'them in'too; /7" ViU !

- ; , Sound convincing? ‘Perhaps, but jt

is. so ta;_l"gtom‘the truth. Those same,

- men:also advised Kennedy to send in
‘the -combat ‘troops, but that was
-Something Kennedy always refused

- to do. Kennedy turned down combat
troops, not when the decision was

- clouded by ambiguities and contra-

- dictions in-reports from the battle-
field, but when .the battle, was un-

- equivocally desperate, when all con- -

: cerned agreed : that " Vietham’s. fate
hung. in the balance, and when his
principal advisers told him that vital
U.S. interests were at stake.

" A highly respected general, Bruce

X Palmer, who'in 1963 was a senior -,

L officer in the Pentagon, believes Ken.
nedy would not have committed ma- ‘.

“ jor U.S, forces to Vietnam “and that
quite a dltferent‘usituatign would have i

sunfolded”’';had - he ;ilived.. Another ¢

-.much-decorated general, James Ga-: ¢y
vin, wrote in The Boston. Globe n .|

. 1968: “Having diseussed military af- -/

. fairs -with. [Kerinedy] often and in "

,detail, for 15 years,’I know he was i;
totally opposéd to;fhe introduction of ..

-.gombat troops fiy Southedst: Asi

el S

' "Kennedy’s plan to’ vithdraw. from =
- Vietnam after his re-election has'dlso 7
i been put in doubt in the current éross- i

——tl Ao -

i fire.” Some,. like - Staniéy "Karnow, . .
-claint hisorder to withdraw 1,000 U.S.
©advisers - was @ ‘gimmick:’ Others; ¢
{"such as Leslie H. Gelb (column, Jan, or

. 8) say the order wag'a real plan but >
; based on Kennedy's"aptimism labot :
" /the, war, " Still: dthers say. the:

! drawal-order was simply a’devi 1
-, pressure . South, jVIe,ma_mqegg* r
. dent Diem to' make political réfori
The record suggests otherwise, Re-" ¢/

) Scently declassified documenis reveal o
" Kennedy ordered the withdrawal not ‘o
*. be.raised with' Diem; as part of ‘the ia
. -pressures.being applied to him.,

* the.war to be unfounded. The: idea :
- that the withdrawal was a public rela- .+
it . tions ploy does not square with Ken-. 55!
- nedy’s instructions to keep it secret. ‘ia:
1" Publicly ¥ Kennedy - made " gtate: i’
- ments unsupportive of withdrawal, 0w
1 but privately talked about his plans to nwe
+ withdraw. What did this mean? His-
) secret implementation of withdrawal
| suggests Kennedy ‘was feinting right'
i while-moving left '='not the reverse
s+~ Looking at both sides of “J.F.K.” is /!
¥ :unsettling;: the wourid of ‘Vietnam. f5 ¢
;- bad:enough; but'the; thought' that it
* 'might not:have happened had Ken-
* nedy:lived hurts'worse. Yet'we must’ i
deal withrit. The facts are that Presi- r=:i;
;“dent Kennedy'was withdrawing from .
lletnam at the time of his murder. It
“Is crucial that we priderstand the 7.
record instead of using it as a shuttle- ** w1
-cock in this debate. To do otherwise 2 ii!~.
trivializes not only Kennedy's life, but Rl

also the price our nation paid for his »w 3o
cdeath, ., . - .. JOHN NEWMAN . b7

i WOdenton,Md,, Jan. 12,1992 s
The writer, a teacher of Asian history Vbt
“and authof of the forthcoming “J.F.K. el
and Vietnam,"” was a consuliant on = * 2%

“LF.K,” the film.© - - - g
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