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A Commentary 
By Nicholas von. Hoffman. 

Washington's Mr. Pecksniff, the impeccable diplomat 
and clubman, Dean Acheson, turned up in Life Maga-
zine with some rather sharp judgments about the real 
John F. Kennedy. 

"He did not seem to be in any sense a great man," 
said the one-time Secretary of State, who apparently 
thinks his former boss, Harry Truman, was. "I did not 
think he knew a great deal about any of the matters 
which it's desirable that a chief of state or a President 
of the United States should know about. He was not 
decisive . . . he did not have incisiveness and he was 
really out of his depth where he was. I hate to say this 
because I know it's going to be misunderstood, but his 
reputation is greater because of the tragedy of his death 
than it would have been if he bad lived out two terms." 

It's not so certain that Acheson will be misunder-
stood. There is a growing body of opinion that holds 
that Camelot and all that razzamatazz in dinner coats 
and long dresses was a fraud; it holds that only the 
murderer's gun saved JFK from the massive obloquy 
that fell on Lyndon Johnson. 

The July 22d number of The New York Review of 
Books carries a Long and persuasive article by Ralph L. 
Stavins which contradicts those who say that if he had 
lived Vietnam would never have happened. "Kennedy's 
policy toward Vietnam was to accelerate the war while 
denying that he was doing it. His policy was to prose-
cute a private war," writes Stavins who bases his con-
clusions not only on the Pentagon Papers, but on White 
House and State Department documents, as well as on 
interviews with many of the officials involved. 

"One hundred days after he was elected President, 
he ordered agents to be sent into North Vietnam . 
teams trained by the Special Forces were to be used for 
sabotage and light harassment inside North Vietnam 
. . Kennedy adopted a CM-sponsored program to re-. 
cruit South Vietnamese personnel for the purpose of 
'forming an underwater demolition team to operate in 
strategic maritime areas of North Vietnam.'" 

It was Kennedy, Stavins tells us, who created the 303 



Committee, so named after the room in the Executive 
Office Building where a group of the highest level war 
jocks met and approved such things as Operation Farm-
hand. Under Operation Farmhand South Vietnamese 
were airlifted into the North to commit sabotage. 

Kennedy had another bunch also meeting in Room 
303, Special Group Counter-Insurgency. To match Op-
eration Farmhand, these guys came up with Operation 
Ranchhand, which obviously, was the code name for the 
first big American defoliation effort. AU of this,, and 
much, much more, brings Staving to write that, "had 
John F. Kennedy lived, he would not have pulled out 
of Southeast Asia. He would more likely have taken any 
steps necessary to avoid an ignominious defeat at the 
hands of the Vietcong." 

Well, JFK's reputation has been coming Apart for sev-
eral years now. What's more surprising is the salvaging 
of Dwight Eisenhower's. The rescue job may have been 
started by Garry Wills in his book "Nixon Agonistes" 
(Houghton Mifflin Co., Boston, 1970.) Here the propo-
sition is that Eisenhower was a lot wiser and shrewder 
than people took him to be during the days he was liv-
ing in the White House. The Wills view of the much 
loved President has now been taken up by historian 
William L. O'Neil in his new hook "Coming Apart: An 
Informal History of America in the 1960's," Quadrangle 
Books, Chicago, 1971.) 

As O'Neil sees it, in a Republic where the people are 
king, it behooves a wise President to play the fool and 
the jester in the court of the populace: 

"Eisenhower was very different from what he seemed. 
He was a man of drive, intelligence, ambition, and ruth-
lessness . . . These remarkable qualities of mind and 
will were disguised by a boyish grin and homely face, 
still more by what can only have been deliberate stra-
tagems. 

"Arthur Larson. one of his speechwriters, says that 
though Eisenhower was famous for having said he never 
read the papers, he, in fact, did so carefully. He rarely 
picked up Westerns but let everyone think them his 
favorite reading matter. Though capable of composing 
a good speech himself—those he wrote for Gen. Mac-
Arthur before the war were much admired—he insisted 
that his own writers do bad ones. He scrupulously 
edited out the phrases they liked best . . • His press 
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