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H
ow

 K
ennedy V

iew
ed the V

ietnam
 C

onflict 
T

o
 th

e E
d

ito
r: 

T
h

e th
em

e o
f th

e O
liver S

to
n

e film
 

"I.F
.K

." is
 th

a
t P

re
s

id
e

n
t J

o
h

n
 F

. 
K

en
n

ed
y p

lan
n

ed
 to

 w
ith

d
raw

 fro
m

 
V

ietn
am

 an
d

 th
at to

 p
reven

t th
is, th

e 
C

eq
tral In

tellig
en

ce A
g

en
cy, th

e P
en

-
tag

o
n

, th
e F

ed
eral B

u
reau

 o
f In

vesti-
g

atio
n

 an
d

 p
o

ssib
ly p

eo
p

le clo
se to

 
V

ie
t P

re
s
id

e
n

t L
y
n

d
o

n
 B

. J
o

h
n

s
o

n
 

co
n

sp
ired

 lo
 assassin

ate h
im

. M
o

st o
f 

this is palpable nonsense, but as K
en-

n
ed

y's A
ssistan

t S
ecretary o

f S
tate 

fo
r F

a
r E

a
s
te

rn
 A

ffa
irs

, th
e
 o

ffic
e
r 

resp
o

n
sib

le fo
r V

ietn
am

, I can
 testify 

th
at th

e first p
o

in
t is essen

tially tru
e 

an
d

 co
rrect. 

O
n

 n
u

m
ero

u
s o

ccasio
n

s P
resid

en
t 

;K
en

n
ed

y to
ld

 m
e th

at h
e w

as d
eter-

m
in

ed
 n

o
t to

 let V
ietn

am
 b

eco
m

e an
 

A
m

e
ric

a
n

 w
a

r. H
e

 a
g

re
e

d
 to

 h
a

v
e

 
A

m
erican

s serve as ad
visers, an

d
 h

e 
a

ls
o

 a
u

th
o

rize
d

 A
m

e
ric

a
n

 p
ilo

ts
 

train
in

g
 V

ietn
am

ese to
 fly T

-28's to
 

d
o

 th
e actu

al flyin
g

 —
 co

vertly —
 in 

b
o

m
b

in
g

 m
issio

n
s in

sid
e S

o
u

th
 V

iet-
n

am
. B

u
t h

e refu
sed

 every su
g

g
estio

n
 

to
 sen

d
 A

m
erican

 co
m

b
at fo

rces. 
O

n
ce, at th

at tim
e, yo

u
 rep

o
rted

 in
 

a
 s

m
a
ll fro

n
t-p

a
g

e
 b

o
x
 th

a
t s

o
m

e
 

A
m

erican
 m

ajo
r g

en
eral w

as visitin
g

 
V

ietn
am

. T
h

e P
resid

en
t called

 m
e at 

h
o

m
e

 a
n

d
 in

 d
e

c
id

e
d

ly
 p

u
rp

le
 la

n
-

g
u

ag
e to

o
k m

e to
 task fo

r lettin
g

-an
 

A
m

e
ric

a
n

 g
e
n

e
ra

l v
is

it • V
ie

tn
a
m

, 
"R

e
m

e
m

b
e

r L
a

o
s

," h
e

 s
a

id
 o

n
 th

is
 

a
n

d
 o

th
e
r o

c
c
a
s
io

n
s
; th

e
 U

n
ite

d
 

S
tates, h

e said
, m

u
st keep

 a lo
w

 p
ro

- 
file In

 V
ietn

am
 so

 w
e can

 n
eg

o
tiate its 

n
eu

tralizatio
n

 as w
e h

ad
 in

 L
ao

s. 
W

h
en

 h
e p

au
sed

 fo
r b

reath
, I p

o
in

t-
ed

 o
u

t th
at I h

ad
 n

o
 au

th
o

rity to
 d

en
y 

a g
en

eral p
erm

issio
n

 to
 visit V

ietn
am

 
—

 in fact, 1 had not even know
n about 

th
e trip

. "O
h

," said
 th

e P
resid

en
t an

d
 

s
la

m
m

e
d

 d
o

w
n

 th
e

 p
h

o
n

e
 w

ith
o

u
t 

even
 sayin

g
 g

o
o

d
b

ye. T
h

at aftern
o

o
n

 
a N

atio
n

al S
ecu

rity A
ctio

n
 M

em
o

ran
-

d
u

m
 cam

e. o
u

t sayin
g

 th
at n

o
 o

fficer 
o

f fla
g

 o
r g

e
n

e
ra

l ra
n

k
 c

o
u

ld
 v

is
it 

V
ietn

am
 w

ith
o

u
t th

e w
ritten

 p
erm

is-
s
io

n
 o

f th
e
 A

s
s
is

ta
n

t S
e
c
re

ta
ry

 o
f 

S
tate fo

r F
ar E

astern
 A

ffairs. 
W

h
e
n

 K
e
n

n
e
d

y
 to

o
k
 o

ffic
e
, L

a
o

s
 

w
as th

e h
o

t sp
o

t, an
d

 th
e d

ep
artin

g
 

P
re

s
id

e
n

t, D
w

ig
h

t D
. E

is
e

n
h

o
w

e
r, 

.w
a
rn

e
d

 K
e
n

n
e
d

y
 h

e
 m

ig
h

t h
a
v
e
 to

 
fig

h
t th

ere. If so
, E

isen
h

o
w

er said
, h

e 
w

o
u

ld
 su

p
p

o
rt th

e d
ecisio

n
. O

ver th
e 

n
ext few

 w
eeks K

en
n

ed
y m

ad
e sev-

eral h
aw

kish
 p

u
b

lic statem
en

ts. B
u

t 
after th

e B
ay o

f P
ig

s fiasco
 in

 C
u

b
a, 

h
e ch

an
g

ed
 h

is attitu
d

e. H
e to

ld
 sev-

eral p
eo

p
le, In

clu
d

in
g

 R
ich

ard
 N

ixo
n

, 
th

at sin
ce "th

e A
m

erica.' p
eo

p
le d

o
 

n
o

t w
an

t to
 u

se tro
o

p
s to

 rem
o

ve a 
C

o
m

m
u

n
is

t re
g

im
e

 o
n

ly
 9

0
 m

ile
s

 
a
w

a
y
, h

o
w

 c
a
n

 I a
s
k
 th

e
m

 to
 u

s
e
 

tro
o

p
s

 to
 re

m
o

v
e

 o
n

e
 9

,0
0

0
 m

ile
s

 
aw

ay?
" 

S
h

o
rtly after th

e B
ay o

f P
ig

s, P
resi-

d
en

t K
en

n
ed

y sen
t W

. A
verell H

arri-
m

an
 to

 h
ead

 th
e G

en
eva n

eg
o

tiatio
n

s 
o

n
 L

ao
s. H

arrim
an

 w
as ren

d
 o

f say-
ing that he got the instructions for six 
m

o
n

th
s o

f n
eg

o
tiatio

n
s in

 a five-m
in

-
u

te
 te

le
p

h
o

n
e
 c

o
n

v
e
rs

a
tio

n
. "A

ll 
th

e
s
e
 p

e
o

p
le

 w
a
n

t m
e
 to

 g
o

 fo
r a

 
m

ilitary so
lu

tio
n

 in
 L

ao
s," K

en
n

ed
y 

to
ld

 H
arrim

an
, "b

u
t th

at is Im
p

o
ssi-

b
le

. W
h

a
t I w

a
n

t y
o

u
 to

 d
o

 is
 fin

d
 a

 
p

o
litical so

lu
tio

n
." 

W
h

e
n

 S
o

u
th

 V
ie

tn
a
m

 a
s
k
e
d

 fo
r 

m
o

re aid
 in

 1961, K
en

n
ed

y sen
t G

en
. 

M
axw

ell D
. T

aylo
r an

d
 W

alt W
, R

as-
lo

w
 to

 V
ietn

am
 to

 in
vestig

ate. T
h

ey 
reco

m
m

en
d

ed
 n

u
t o

n
ly an

 in
crease in

 
aid

 an
d

 ad
visers, b

u
t also

 10,000 U
.S

. 
co

m
b

at tro
o

p
s. K

en
n

ed
y ap

p
ro

ved
 o

f 
th

e aid
 an

d
 ad

visers b
u

t refu
sed

 to
 

sen
d

 tro
o

p
s. A

cco
rd

in
g

 to
 R

o
sw

ell 
G

ilp
a
tric

. th
e
 D

e
p

u
ty

 S
e
c
re

ta
ry

 o
f 

D
efen

se, even
 sen

d
in

g
 ad

visers w
as 

d
o

n
e relu

ctan
tly. 

P
resid

en
t K

en
n

ed
y is so

m
etim

es 
q

u
o

ted
 as citin

g
 th

e so
-called

 d
o

m
in

o
 

th
eo

ry th
at if S

o
u

th
 V

ietn
am

 fell, th
e 

rest o
f S

o
u

th
east A

sia w
o

u
ld

 fo
llo

w
. 

B
u

t th
e q

u
o

te is taken
 o

u
t o

f co
n

text. 
It w

a
s
 in

 a
n

s
w

e
r to

 a
 q

u
e
s
tio

n
 n

o
t 

a
b

o
u

t tro
o

p
s
 o

r fig
h

tin
g

 b
u

t a
b

o
u

t 
w

h
y K

en
n

ed
y co

n
tin

u
ed

 to
 sen

d
 V

iet-
n

am
 eco

n
o

m
ic an

d
 m

ilitary aid
. 

A
rth

u
r S

ch
lesin

g
er Jr., in

 h
is b

o
o

k 
"R

o
b

e
rt K

e
n

n
e
d

y
 a

n
d

 H
is

 T
im

e
s
," 

d
o

cu
m

en
ts o

th
er ep

iso
d

es sh
o

w
in

g
 

P
resid

en
t K

en
n

ed
y's d

eterm
in

atio
n

 
n

o
t to

 let V
ietn

am
 b

eco
m

e an
 A

m
eri-

can
 w

ar. O
n

e w
as w

h
en

 G
en

. D
o

u
g

las 

M
acA

rth
u

r to
ld

 h
im

 it w
o

u
ld

 b
e fo

o
l-

ish
 to

 fig
h

t ag
ain

 in
 A

sia an
d

 th
at th

e 
problem

 should be solved at the diplo-
m

a
tic

 ta
b

le
. L

a
te

r G
e
n

e
ra

l T
a
y
lo

r 
said

 th
at M

acA
rth

u
r's view

s m
ad

e "a 
hell of an im

pression on the P
resident 

... s
o

 th
a

t w
h

e
n

e
v

e
r h

e
'd

 g
e

t th
is

 
m

ilitary ad
vice fro

m
 th

e Jo
in

t C
h

iefs 
o

r fro
m

 m
e o

r an
yo

n
e else, h

e'd
 say, 

'W
e

ll, n
o

w
, y

o
u

 g
e

n
tle

m
e

n
, y

o
tt g

o
 

b
ack an

d
 co

n
vin

ce G
en

eral M
acA

r-
th

u
r, th

en
 I'll b

e co
n

vin
ced

.' " 
R

eferrin
g

 to
 th

e reco
m

m
en

d
atio

n
 

th
at T

aylo
r an

d
 R

o
sto

w
 m

ad
e to

 sen
d

 
tro

o
p

s, T
aylo

r said
: "T

h
e last th

in
g

; 
h

e
 'K

e
n

n
e
d

y
] w

a
n

te
d

 w
a
s
 to

 p
u

t in
, 

o
u

r g
ro

u
n

d
 fo

rces. 	
I d

o
n

't re
c

a
ll 

anyone w
ho w

as strongly against I the 
re

c
o

m
m

e
n

d
a

tio
n

', e
x

c
e

p
t o

n
e

 m
a

n
' 

an
d

 th
at w

as th
e P

resid
en

t." 
In

 a
 p

re
s
s
 c

o
n

fe
re

n
c
e
 in

 M
a
rc

h
 

1962, K
ennedy said that sending corn-, 

b
at tro

o
p

s w
o

u
ld

 h
e "a b

asic ch
an

g
e 

. . w
h

ic
h

 c
a
lls

 fo
r a

 c
o

n
s
titu

tio
n

a
l' ,  

decision, land I of course I w
ould go to 

the C
ongress." 

In
 Ju

ly 1962 K
en

n
ed

y o
rd

ered
 D

e-; 
fe

n
s

e
 S

c
e

rc
in

ry
 R

o
b

e
rt M

c
N

a
m

a
ra

 
to

 start p
lan

n
in

g
 fo

r th
e p

h
ased

 w
ith

-
d

ra
w

a
l o

f U
.S

. m
ilita

ry
 p

e
rs

o
n

n
e

l '  
fro

m
 V

ie
tn

a
m

, b
u

t it w
a
s
 n

o
t u

n
til' 

M
ay 1963 th

at th
e P

en
tag

o
n

 p
ro

d
u

ced
 

a p
lan

. B
efo

re h
is trag

ic d
eath

 in
 an

' 
a
irp

la
n

e
 c

ra
s
h

, J
o

h
n

 M
c
N

a
u

g
h

lo
n

; 
A

s
s

is
ta

n
t S

e
c

re
ta

ry
 o

f D
e

fe
n

s
e

 fo
r" 

in
ie

rn
a

tio
n

a
l a

ffa
irs

, s
a

id
 h

e
 u

n
d

e
r-' 

sto
o

d
 P

resid
en

t K
en

n
ed

y w
an

ted
 to

 
clo

se o
u

t V
ietn

am
 b

y 1965, "w
h

eth
er 

it w
as in

 g
o

n
d

 sh
ap

e o
r b

ad
." • 

T
h

e
 h

is
to

ric
a
l re

c
o

rd
. in

 s
u

m
, is

' 
clear: P

resid
en

t - K
en

n
ed

y w
as d

eter-i 
m

in
ed

 n
o

t to
 lel V

ietn
am

 b
eco

m
e an

' 
A

m
erican

 w
ar —

 th
at is, h

e w
as d

e-' 
te

rm
in

e
d

 n
o

t to
 s

e
n

d
 U

.S
. c

o
m

b
a

t"' 
tro

o
p

s (as o
p

p
o

sed
 to

 ad
visers) to

 I 
fig

h
t in

 V
ietn

am
 n

o
r to

 b
o

m
b

 N
o

rth
"' 

V
ie

tn
a

m
. T

h
is

 d
o

e
s

 n
o

t p
ro

v
e

 h
e

: 
w

o
u

ld
 h

a
v
e
 w

ith
d

ra
w

n
 c

o
m

p
le

te
ly

:t 
in

clu
d

in
g

 th
e 16,500 ad

visers. H
o

w
ev-

er, th
e reco

rd
 is clear th

at h
e h

ad
 laid

 '- 
th

e g
ro

u
n

d
w

o
rk fo

r d
o

in
g

 so
. S

h
o

rtly-
b

efo
re h

is d
eath

, h
e lo

o
k Ih

e first step
" 

b
y o

rd
erin

g
 th

e first 1,000 ad
visers . 

hom
e. 	

R
ocaut 1111.sm

m
i 

N
ew

 Y
o

rk, Jan
. 15, 1992" 


