
A
M

E
R

IC
A

N
 T

R
A

G
E

D
Y

 *
 4

0
 

em
ployed," and asked for a m

em
orandum

 describing how
 m

any forces 
w

e co
u

ld
 p

u
t in

 L
ao

s w
ith

in
 th

irty
 d

ay
s, an

d
 h

o
w

 q
u

ick
ly

 th
e V

iet 
M

inh—
the N

orth V
ietnam

ese arm
y—

m
ight respond. N

ot satisfied 
w

ith JC
S

 C
hairm

an G
eneral L

ym
an L

em
nitzer's reply that the U

nited 
S

tates could interdict enem
y supply lines, K

ennedy on F
ebruary 6 re-

peated his request, and L
em

nitzer finally subm
itted a m

em
o on F

ebru-
ary 16 reporting that the N

orth V
ietnam

ese could introduce 110,000 
m

en
 an

d
 th

e C
h
in

ese ab
o
u
t 5

0
,0

0
0
 w

ith
in

 th
irty

 d
ay

s.' A
n
d
 o

n
 th

e 
sam

e day, in his very first press conference, K
ennedy stated in response 

to an apparently inspired question that the U
nited S

tates w
anted to es- 

tablish in L
aos "a peaceful country—

an independent country not dom
- 

inated by either side but concerned w
ith the life of the people w

ithin the 
country."' 

A
 w

eek later, K
ennedy listened carefully to a lengthy first-hand re-

port on the situation from
 A

m
bassador W

inthrop B
row

n, w
ho had re- 

turned from
 L

aos for consultation. K
ennedy, w

ho alw
ays w

anted to 
h
ear ab

o
u
t crises fro

m
 th

e m
en

 o
n
 th

e sp
o
t, b

eg
an

 th
eir h

o
u
r-lo

n
g
 

conversation by asking B
row

n about the m
orale of the L

aotian arm
y. 

B
row

n replied rather pessim
istically that the arm

y '.vas plagued by fac-
tionalism

 and a shortage of first-class officers, and that he did not think 
the U

nited S
tates could find a satisfactory solution to the problem

 w
ith 

purely m
ilitary m

eans. A
sked w

hat should be done, B
row

n endorsed 
S

tate D
epartm

ent plans for a com
m

ission of neutrals that w
ould ar-

ran
g

e a cease-fire an
d

 certify
 L

ao
tian

 n
eu

trality
—

an
 id

ea, h
e said

, 
w

hich m
ight end the split betw

een the U
nited S

tates on the one hand 
and the B

ritish and F
rench on the other. H

e explained that the B
ritish 

and the F
rench regarded the neutralist S

ouvanna P
houm

a as the only 
hope for unifying the country, and that the B

ritish w
ould not object 

to P
athet L

ao participation in the governm
ent. K

ennedy, in reply, ex-
pressed concern over our differences w

ith L
ondon and P

aris, and re-
peated his reservations regarding the m

ilitary situation. E
ndorsing the 

idea of a neutral com
m

ission and a possible political settlem
ent, he 

asked w
hether the C

om
m

unists w
ould be likely to agree. B

row
n replied 

that the S
E

A
T

O
 m

ilitary m
easures now

 under consideration—
includ-

ing the dispatch of an A
m

erican unit to T
hailand—

m
ight have a bad ef-

fect upon C
om

m
unist, allied, and neutral opinion. 

K
ennedy concluded by asking for B

row
n's opinion of S

ouvanna, 
P

houm
i, and B

oun O
um

. B
row

n described S
ouvaana as a sincere and 

K
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p
atrio

tic an
ti-C

o
m

m
u
n
ist, b

u
t su

g
g
ested

 th
at h

e m
ig

h
t v

iew
 S

o
u
-

phanouvong and the P
athet L

ao too naively. H
e described P

houm
i as 

"am
bitious, unscrupulous, hard-driving, egotistical, m

oody, proud, a 
fast-talker but a slow

 thinker w
ho w

as nonetheless intelligent," and 
B

oun O
um

 as a "L
ao F

alstaff" and a "figurehead" in the governm
ent—

characterizations m
ost unlikely to inspire confidence.' 

K
ennedy, the B

ritish philosopher S
ir Isaiah B

erlin rem
arked several 

years later, "listened w
ith extrem

e intentness . . . I've never know
n a 

m
an w

ho listened to every single w
ord that one uttered m

ore atten-
tively. A

nd he replied alw
ays very relevantly. H

e didn't obviously have 
ideas in his ow

n m
ind w

hich he w
anted to expound, or for w

hich he 
sim

ply used one's ow
n talk as an occasion, as a sort of launching pad. 

H
e really listened to w

hat one said and answ
ered that." K

ennedy obvi-
ously drank in B

row
n's report, and it helped m

ove him
 tow

ard a m
id-

dle position of trying to strengthen P
houm

i's bargaining position w
hile 

m
aking overtures for a peaceful settlem

ent. O
n F

ebruary 8, in another 
m

eeting of senior officials at the W
hite H

ouse, the P
resident expressed 

opposition to m
oving any troops into T

hailand, but approved an air-
lift of m

ilitary supplies and a m
ission of seventy-tw

o A
m

erican m
ili-

tary trainers to counter the S
oviet airlift and support P

houm
i's new

 
offensive into the P

lain of Jarres. B
ut the offensive w

as designed to 
strengthen the governm

ent's bargaining position, and W
ashington also 

decided to approach M
oscow

 and ask for help in arranging a peaceful 
settlem

ent and in persuading S
ouvanna to join the B

oun O
um

 govern-
m

ent.' 

T
hese steps, how

ever, did nothing to reverse the situation. R
usk gave 

S
oviet A

m
bassador M

enshikov the A
m

erican proposal for a com
m

is-
sion of neutral nations on F

ebruary 20, and eight days later M
enshikov 

sim
ply restated the S

oviet position that S
ouvanna w

as the legitim
ate 

head of the L
aotian governm

ent, and called once again for a fourteen-
nation conference in G

eneva.9  O
n the sam

e day W
alt R

ostow
 reported 

to K
ennedy that P

houm
i's offensive had stalled, although R

ostow
 re-

m
ained hopeful about the future."' A

nd the next day R
usk reported to 

K
ennedy that only M

alaya am
ong the three chosen nations had ac-

cepted the L
aotian K

ing's invitation to serve on the com
m

ission." O
n 

M
arch 1 A

dm
iral F

elt cabled from
 C

IN
C

P
A

C
, "It needs to be repeated 

again and again that the only w
ay to save L

aos now
 is by successful 

m
ilitary action."12  

1
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rigged. P
houm

i referred to his cousin S
arit by the courtesy title "U

ncle," 
w

hich m
any A

m
ericans erroneously interpreted literally. 
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