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"L
et the w

ord go forth," John E
 K

ennedy declared in his inaugural ad-
dress on January 20, 1961, ". . . to friend and foe alike, that the torch 
has been passed to a new

 generation of A
m

ericans, born in this century, 
tem

pered by w
ar, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our 

ancient heritage, and unw
illing to w

itness or perm
it the slow

 undoing 
of those hum

an rights to w
hich this nation has alw

ays been com
m

it-
ted." A

nd indeed, K
ennedy's cabinet and staff w

ere com
posed alm

ost 
entirely of m

em
bers of w

hat is corning to be called the "G
I generation," 

born roughly betw
een 1901 and 1924, and shaped by the critical de-

cades of their youth.' H
aving fought the S

econd W
orld W

ar as soldiers, 
they looked forw

ard to taking over the strategic direction of the C
old 

W
ar. K

ennedy him
self had begun a calculated pursuit of the presidency 

im
m

ediately after the S
econd W

orld W
ar, in 1946, w

hen he ran for 
C

ongress in m
etropolitan B

oston. In N
ovem

ber 1960 he had narrow
ly 

defeated another G
I, R

ichard N
ixon, despite N

ixon's advantage of rep-
resenting the incum

bent party in an era of peace and prosperity. 2  
K

ennedy's father, a highly successful businessm
an and a prom

inent 
m

em
ber of the R

oosevelt adm
inistration, had originally prom

oted his 
son's political career. H

aving failed him
self to achieve high elected of-

fice, Joseph P
. K

ennedy had initially put his hopes in his oldest son, Jo-
seph Jr., but Joe Jr. had died on a highly dangerous m

ission in E
urope 

during the S
econd W

orld W
ar. H

is second son, Jack, had abandoned 
thoughts of an academ

ic career and stepped into his brother's shoes af-
ter the w

ar. E
lected to the H

ouse in 1946 and the S
enate in 1952, he 

em
erged after 1956 as a leading presidential contender. H

e had traveled 
w

idely and spoken often on foreign policy, m
ost notably in 1957, w

hen  

a S
enate speech expressing sym

pathy for the cause of the A
lgerian re-

bels had w
on w

orldw
ide attention, especially am

ong em
erging nations 

in the T
hird W

orld. K
ennedy had announced a sw

eeping dom
estic pro-

gram
 during the 1960 cam

paign, but he certainly cam
e into office m

ore 
concerned w

ith foreign than dom
estic affairs, and he im

m
ediately 

found him
self facing crises on several fronts. 

A
lthough K

ennedy w
as P

resident for only three years, he rem
ains the 

m
ost com

pelling A
m

erican political figure of the second half the tw
en-

tieth century. T
he atm

osphere of his presidency; his shocking and still 
hotly debated assassination; a steady stream

 of revelations about his 
personal life; an apparently inexhaustible m

arket for fantastic rum
ors 

about his life, his death, and his career; and the subsequent lives of his 
brothers, his w

idow
, his children, and his nieces and nephew

s have all 
kept his m

ystery alive, but they have also obscured the m
an, and the 

P
resident, that he actually w

as. O
nly in the last ten years has the relea

—
  —

 
of extensive docum

entation enabled us to follow
 his foreign policy in 

detail.' T
he picture that em

erges is far m
ore com

plex than the im
age 

m
ost older A

m
ericans rem

em
ber. O

n the one hand, K
ennedy, as m

any 
observers im

m
ediately understood, w

anted great things both for him
-

self and for his country. O
n the other hand, he w

as a brilliant natural 
diplom

at w
ho enjoyed the details of foreign policy and w

ho w
as fre-

quently m
ore sensitive to the dangers of rash action than the contem

po-
raries he chose as his leading subordinates. N

ow
here w

as this differ-
ence m

ore apparent than w
ith respect to S

outheast A
sia. 

D
uring the first four m

onths of the K
ennedy adm

inistration the L
ao-

tian crisis com
peted for center stage w

ith the crisis in the C
ongo, w

here 
P

rem
ier P

atrice L
um

um
ba's death w

as announced on F
ebruary 13, and 

the w
orsening confrontation w

ith C
uba, w

hich clim
axed in the disas-

trous invasion at the B
ay of P

igs in the third w
eek of A

pril. M
eanw

hile, 
Y

uri G
agarin m

ade the first orbital flight around the E
arth; F

rench gen-
erals in A

lgeria tried and failed to overthrow
 C

harles de G
aulle; free-

dom
 riders w

ere beaten in A
labam

a; and the U
nited S

tates, the S
oviet 

U
nion, and B

ritain failed to m
ake any progress on a nuclear test ban. 

D
espite an initial flurry of interest, V

ietnam
 rem

ained a relatively m
i-

nor issue throughout this period and rarely intruded upon the horizon 
of the A

m
erican public, but L

aos brought the nation to the brink of 
w

ar and raised critical issues about A
m

erican goals and strategies in 
S

outheast A
sia. 

P
ublicly the clim

ax of the L
aotian affair occurred at K

ennedy's tele- 
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fu
lly

 ex
p
lain

ed
, b

u
t S

tate in
fo

rm
ed

 L
o
d
g
e o

n
 S

ep
tem

b
er 1

2
 th

at it 
w

o
u

ld
 co

n
tin

u
e." 

In a press conference on S
eptem

ber 12 the P
resident took hum

orous 
d
ig

s at h
is tw

o
 m

ain
 p

ro
sp

ectiv
e cam

p
aig

n
 o

p
p
o
n
en

ts, G
o
v
ern

o
r N

el-
son R

ockefeller and S
enator B

arry G
oldw

ater, expressed opposition to 
lo

n
g
-ran

g
e sch

o
o
l b

u
sin

g
 to

 ach
iev

e racial b
alan

ce, an
d
 p

u
sh

ed
 fo

r 
ratificatio

n
 o

f th
e test b

an
. T

h
en

 h
e to

o
k
 a n

ew
 an

d
 b

alan
ced

 lin
e to

-
w

ard the D
iem

 governm
ent, m

aking clear that he still believed it had to 
change: 

W
hat helps to w

in , the w
ar, w

e support; w
hat interferes w

ith the w
ar ef-

fort, w
e oppose. I have already m

ade it clear that any action by either 
governm

ent w
hich m

ay handicap the w
inning of the w

ar is inconsistent 
w

ith our policy objectives. T
his is the test w

hich I think every agency and 
official of the U

nited S
tates governm

ent m
ust apply to all of our actions, 

and w
e shall be applying that test in various w

ays in the com
ing m

onths, 
although I do not think it desirable to state all of our view

s at this tim
e. 

... In som
e w

ays I think the V
ietnam

ese people and ourselves agree: w
e 

w
ant the w

ar to be w
on, the C

om
m

unists to be contained, and the A
m

eri-
cans to go hom

e. 

K
en

n
ed

y
 h

ad
 p

u
t h

is fin
g
er o

n
 th

e critical issu
e: w

h
eth

er S
o
u
th

 V
iet-

nam
ese—

A
m

erican agreem
ent on objectives could also lead to agree-

m
ent on strategy sufficient to continue an allied effort." 
L

odge, w
ho im

m
ediately refused yet again to open talks w

ith D
iem

 
until D

iem
 had to ask him

 for som
ething, 2 ° w

as now
 engaged in an all- 

out w
ar w

ith M
A

C
V

 and the S
aigon C

IA
 station. H

arkins now
 argued 

that the w
ar w

as being w
on, not lost, and, echoing D

iem
, characterized 

both the B
uddhist and student m

ovem
ents as "w

ell-organized, covertly 
led

 C
o

m
m

u
n

ist trick
[s]" u

n
d

ertak
en

 in
 resp

o
n

se to
 C

o
m

m
u

n
ist m

ili- 
tary

 failu
re." T

h
e am

b
assad

o
r an

d
 th

e g
en

eral also
 arg

u
ed

 o
v

er th
e 

sig
n
ifican

ce co
n
v
ersatio

n
s in

 w
h
ich

 b
o
th

 T
h
u
an

 an
d
 B

ig
 M

in
h
 ex

- 
p
ressed

 th
eir d

esp
air o

v
er th

e situ
atio

n
, an

d
 th

e E
m

b
assy

 in
d
ep

en
d
-

ently expressed the opinion that the political crisis w
as bound to affect 

th
e w

ar effo
rt." L

o
d
g
e o

n
 F

rid
ay

 S
ep

tem
b
er 1

3
 also

 w
ro

te R
u
sk

 co
n
- 

fid
en

tially
, ask

in
g

 fo
r th

e rep
lacem

en
t o

f C
IA

 S
tatio

n
 C

h
ief R

ich
ard

-
son, w

hom
 he now

 regarded as a sym
bol of A

m
erican support for D

iem
 

an
d
 N

h
u
, b

y
 L

an
sd

ale, w
h
o
 co

u
ld

 su
p
erv

ise a ch
an

g
e o

f g
o
v
ern

m
en

t. 
M

cC
one violently rejected this suggestion, offering to replace R

ichard- 

T
h
e C

o
u
p
 *

 2
5
5
 

so
n
, but arguing that the agency had no confidence in L

ansdale w
hat-

ev
er, an

d
 co

m
p
lain

in
g
 th

at "th
is w

h
o
le th

in
g
 w

as b
u
ilt u

p
 b

y
 h

im
 

[L
ansdale] through R

ufus P
hillips."" H

alberstam
 reported serious dis-

ag
reem

en
ts am

o
n
g
 th

e A
m

erican
 co

m
m

u
n
ity

 o
n
 S

u
n
d
ay

, S
ep

tem
b
er 

15.24  T
he S

tate D
epartm

ent, at K
ennedy's request, had asked L

odge to 
keep disagreem

ents out of the papers, but L
odge regarded leaking as an 

am
b

assad
o

rial p
rero

g
ativ

e." M
ean

w
h

ile, M
ad

am
e N

h
u

's attack
s o

n
 

the U
nited S

tates m
ade daily new

s, and M
onday's papers reported that 

she planned to visit the U
nited S

tates. 
B

y M
onday, S

eptem
ber 16, H

ilsm
an had prepared drafts of tw

o al-
ternative cables for L

odge, one a "reconciliation track" and the other a 
"p

ressu
res an

d
 p

ersu
asio

n
 track

," an
d
 a d

raft letter fro
m

 K
en

n
ed

y
 to

 
D

iem
." A

fter tw
o
 m

o
re d

ay
s o

f E
x
C

o
m

 m
eetin

g
s, a teleg

ram
 d

rafted
 

by B
undy gave L

odge authority to suspend A
m

erican aid to use as he 
saw

 fit to try to bring about a long series of changes. T
hese included a 

forthcom
ing attitude by D

iem
 tow

ard those w
ho had opposed him

, the 
release and toleration of B

uddhist and student activists, "full latitude of 
expression" for the press, an end to police operations against the non-
C

om
m

unist opposition, cabinet changes, the surfacing of the C
an L

ao 
party, the repeal or am

endm
ent of D

ecree L
aw

 10, and, if possible, the 
departure of both N

hus from
 S

aigon or V
ietnam

. L
odge prom

ptly com
-

m
en

ted
 th

at n
early

 ev
ery

 o
n
e o

f th
ese su

g
g
estio

n
s w

o
u
ld

 certain
ly

 
strike D

iem
 as politically suicidal, but R

usk and M
cN

am
ara w

anted a 
fin

al try
." 

T
he P

resident, w
ho had refused sim

ply to decide betw
een L

odge and 
H

ilsm
an

 o
n
 o

n
e sid

e an
d
 M

cN
am

ara an
d
 T

ay
lo

r o
n
 th

e o
th

er, still 
hoped to bridge the gap betw

een them
, and also to deal w

ith grow
ing 

doubts about the m
ilitary situation. O

n S
eptem

ber 16, H
alberstam

 had 
once again reported that recent V

iet C
ong attacks show

ed that the stra-
tegic ham

let program
 w

as overextended in the C
a M

au peninsula and 
q

u
o

ted
 an

 A
m

erican
 th

at th
e g

o
v
ern

m
en

t refu
sed

 to
 co

rrect th
e situ

a-
tio

n
. K

en
n
ed

y
 h

ad
 im

m
ed

iately
 ask

ed
 M

cN
am

ara h
o
w

 accu
rate th

e 
story w

as." T
hen, rather than bring L

odge hom
e for consultation, K

en-
n
ed

y
 o

n
 S

ep
tem

b
er 1

7
 ask

ed
 M

cN
am

ara an
d
 T

ay
lo

r to
 v

isit S
aig

o
n
 

them
selves to survey the situation, both "in term

s of actual progress of 
operations and of need to m

ake effective case w
ith C

ongress for contin-
u
ed

 p
ro

secu
tio

n
 o

f th
e effo

rt." L
o
d
g
e co

m
p
lain

ed
 th

at th
e m

issio
n
 

w
o
u
ld

 u
n
d
erm

in
e A

m
erican

 p
o
licy

 an
d
 later fo

u
n
d
 it "in

co
n
ceiv

ab
le 
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