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O'BRIEN: 

Oral Histor.y Interview 

with 

ROGER HILSMAN, Jr. 

August 14, 1970 
Hamburg Cove, Lyme, Connecticut 

By Dennis J. 01 Brien 

For the John F. Kennedy Libra..ry 

I think one thing that you didn 1 t cover in your book that would 
be, I think, rather important is--well, let• s .take the basic 
question: When did you first meet John Kennedy? 

HILS~~: Well, what happened was--it's probably fairly typical of rela
tionships wi. th people like myself to Kennedy--that one day an 
aide appeared, and said, "The Senator is going to make a speech; 

he read that article you wrote and was just wondering if you would be will
ing to let us tr.y .:>ut a few of his ideas on you." And so the aide .tried out a 
f ew ideas on me. A couple of weeks later, he dropped back again. He'd 
been talking to other people like [Heney A.] Kissinger and others and wanted -.... 
to check another couple of ideas. Well, this went on for, oh, you know, a 
few months. Ever.y couple of months the same aide or another one would ap
pea r. Finally, it got to be, "The Senator was going to make a speech and 
wondered if you would mind putting down your. ideas about what ought to be 
in i~." It got to be a closer and closer relationship. And then, fina.JJ.y, 
the aide said, "The Senator is ver.y grateful for everything you've been 
doing"--by this time I was writing memos with input ideas--"and would like 
to meet you." So they set up an appointment, and I came over and chatted 
with him for about a half an hour. Then, it got to be more intimate. 

About this time [Hubert H.] Humphrey--I 1ve telescoped a 
year and a half, maybe,--hired him.self a foreign policy advisor. So Ken
nedy thought he ought to hav:e one, and they offered me the job. But I had 
just accepted a Rockefeller [Foundation] grant and ~i rln't. r ealiy want · .. it. So I 
said no, that I would be perfectly willing to do anything to help any time, 
any place, but I had this grant, and it was going to give me some leave. 
Harris Wofford finally took that job. But by then, the Senator would phone, 
or an aide ·would come by you know, and so on. 

It was .entirel.y a professional relationship; it was never . 
a social relationship. But by the time ·the Kennedy Administration started, 
he knew who I was. We were not close or a:eyi.hi.ng-l.i.ke__tha.~. He knew where __ . 
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I was, a."ld he knew my name a lot better than my face. I think what really 
then hno~cned was I went into the State Department, as you know, as head 

• I 

of Intellieence, and then our relationship got closer and closer and 
closer because I would go to NSC [National Security Council] meetings. And 
then, I think, after the Bay of Pigs, when he came to distrust [Dean) Rusk, 
then it real~ got quite intimate, our relationship. 

0' BRIEN: Well, how does that appointment come about? When do you first 
realize that you're in line for something in the State Depart
ment? 

HILSl'~N: Well, as I reconstruct it, they set up the talent hunt group, 
and everybody connected with Kennedy sat down and put in names. 
Then the talent hunt people tried to match names and jobs. So 

my name was put in by all of the staff, you know, all of the people writ
ine speeches, as far as I can reconstruct it, [Theodore C.] Sorensen and 
all the rest. And you know, Kennedy looks over the list and says great, 
you know, and checks names like that. So as far as I know, everybody con
nected with it put my name in. And my name also was put in by others, 
that he tapped, like ~Chestei7- Bowles. The talent· hunt asked 
people, and they put in names, but basically, I. • • • You know, people 
casually saying, 11 The talent hunt asked me for names and I put yours in. 11 

I was aware that guys like [Henry M.] Scoop Jackson had put my name in, 
that Chester Bowles had. You know, a wide variety of people had put it in. 
But principally, it was the Kennedy staff and Kennedy himself. 

As I understand it--and here there are probably others who 
would know the answers to these questions, like Adam Yarmolinsky, better 
than I--as I understand it, my name was down for two jobs: One was 
Assistant Secretary of !SA in the Pentagon, the International Security 
Affairs; and the other was the INR [Bureau of Intelligence and Research] 
job. And I think that, as I understand it, I real.l.y was pretty much headed 
for the !SA job, although I personally preferred the INR job. And then-
do you remember the. sequence about Paul Nitze? 

0 1 BRIEN: Yes. 

HILSMAN: He was scheduled for the [McGeorge Bundy] Mac Bundy job, but 
he was uneasy about it. And what -he really wanted--uneasy about 
being that close to the White House, you see, and about his 

capacity to work directly with the President, --and he wanted to be 
Ieputy Secretary of Defense. So he turned down the Mac Bundy job, what 
later became the Mac Bundy job, and hoped to be Deputy Secretary. But · 
(RobertS.] McNamara looked at it, and it didn't gel with him. So they of
fered Nitze the ISA job in Defense, and that steered me to INR. 

O'BRIEN: Who told you about it? Who was the contact, the person who asked 
if you wanted the INR job; can you recall? Was it Rusk?. 

HILSMAN: No, First it was the talent hunt people and then it was ·Chester 
Bowles. 
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How far back does your association with Bowles go? 

It doesn't go back ver,y far. It goes like this: [Thomas L.] 
Tom Hughes worked for Chester Bowles when he was Governor. 
\Vhen Bowles cot defeated for the second term, Tom went t o Capitol 

Hill and worked for Hubert Humphrey. I was at the Librar,y of Congress, 
you know, specifically for defense and foreign policy, and I got to know 
Tom there. He was helping Hubert Humphrey write speeches. And that• s 
where I got to know Tom. It's the same way I got to know Ted Sorensen, 
you see, just in a business way. But Tom and I got to be ver,y close 
friends. And then when Chet came to Washington, in 1958, Tom switche~ and went 
with Chct as his AA (administrative assistant] ,and that's when I got to 
know Chet, then as a Congressman. 

Then I began helping •••• You see, I was helping a lot 
of people -in those days, it was my job to help congressmen, anybody who asked, 
you see. Some you did more enthusiastical~ than others, of course. But 
I was helping Scoop Jackson; I was helping Hubert Humphrey; I was helping 
Jack Kennedy, Chet Bowles, all of these people. I was serving as an 
advisor and helping them in foreign policy and defense policy. 

0 1 BRIEN: Was there any resistance to that appointment, either on the Hill 
or in the Department? 

HILS HAN: To my appointment? 

0' BRIEN: Yes, that you know of. 

HILSMAN: Rusk. But Rusk ·resisted all the Kennedy appointments--mildly. 
There• s an amusing incident, which I tell in the book, of a . 
telephone conversation. It became clear to all of us that 

basicaJJ.Y Rusk--you lmow, he apparently himself felt too young for the job 
or something, I don't lmow. But he certainly had the same kind of doubts 
about all of us on the grounds· of youth -and also, probably, · because we were 
Kennedy people. And I suppose Rusk would have been content to have just 
taken all career Foreign Service officers--ever,ybody except himself_. 

O'BRIEN: Now there's a real problem, isn't there, as far as top level 
jobs for Foreign Service people in 1960, as I understand it? Did 
.you find that • • • · 

HILSMAN: What do you mean? I don't understand the question. 

O'BRIEN: Well, · in a sense, with the Wristoniza tion and ever,ything that 
took place in the fifties, that there's a scarcity of jobs at 
the. upper levels ••• . for Foreign Service 9fficers. 

Hn.sMAN: Well, let me talk about that in a minute. To finish up your 
other question, I know of no opposition on Capitol Hill. In 
fact, quite the opposite, because I was strong there, you see. 

I knew most of these fellows. So as far as I knot,., none at all. And also,· 
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I had a lot goins for me politically. You see, here I am, a West Point 
srnduate, wounded in the war, you know, all of this militar~ record, which 
protects me from the right. In fact, guys like ~Thomas J~ Dodd and {Karl 
E .J Hundt thoU£)1t I was ere at . On the other hand, my intellectual · 
activities made me welcome to the left. So I had no problems with CApitol 
Hill at all, unlike, say, Walt Rostow, who had very severe problems. And 
it's ironic in the end, you know, that he's the great hawk. 

Now, going back to your State Department question: When we 
came into the State Department--first of all, let me give you my own biases 
to start off with. 

0' BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

Okay, good. 

These are spelled out in the, ·I guess, second to last . chapter of 
To Move a Nation. Some of these are spelled out. I don't think 
that a Foreign Service officer, no matter how capable, can 

adequately do a "hot-seat" Washington job. Now, let me illustrate. I have 
a very high regard for Marshall Green. If you have any doubts about this, 
notice that I brought him back from Hong Kong and made him my deputy. I 
think he's one of the most able Foreign Service officers in this field of 
Asia. But I was very di!!appciiJlted to see him made Assistant Secretary be
cause, you see, unless he resigns as a career officer when he takes that 
job, he simply is not going to be able to perform it. Not because of lack 
of ability, but because if he behaves in a way that permits him to be used 
in the next administration as an ambassador, he will not have done that job 
adequately. . That's a "hot-seat" ..:t,ob. -.I.!!.._that job you've got to 
kick the CIA ~Central Intelligence Agenclj; you've-sPt to tread on thei» 
toes; you've got to make them toe the mark: You've got to fight with the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff. You have to do hard, poll tical things. You have to 

·get out in Congress, and you've got to make some enemies. You've got to 
deal with the press. You've got to be a public figure if you're going .to 
be an effective assistant secretary. 

Now, no Foreign Service officer .•.• I'll tell you 
what happens. The . Foreign Service officers who do that job wreck their 
careers. They must resign or retire at the end of their session. The best 
that they can do is what happened t? Lfharles E._l Chip Bohlen, · i.e. Chip 
goes on ice and sits in Manila. This · foremost Sovietologist we have sits 
in Manila for four yearsr-or more than that, I gues&. For eight 
·years he's on ice, and it's a miserable time for him. But that's the only 
exception. The rest of them, the George Kennans and everyone else, simply 
ruin their futures as Foreign Service officers. 

So now, against that background, I would say that what you 
had when we came in were a bunch of officers, of senior Foreign Service 
officers--in other words, what I'm saying is I don't think you can have a 
Foreign Service officer in a "hot-seat" job in Washington. Now, what are 
the ""hot-seat" jobs: INR. If you're going to have control over CIA, you've 
got to have a guy in ·nm ·who· doesl'not .. wish to go on to the .next administration. 
Witness HU<;h Culliming: · . wi. th Hugh Cumming 'in INR the CIA got so .it was ·running · 
the f .oreign policy of the United States. · Part of it was Hugh :Cumming's · fault. · 
INR is a hot-seat job. All the regional assistant secretaries except Europe: 

.Europe is fl.Ilothing. The Secretary ~f State_:-handles the- impo~t .European 
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problems--Soviet Union, Britain, France, Germany--and the rest of it is a 
nothing. But those four jobs, FE [Far East), Middle East, Africa, Latin 
A~crica. • • • The Economic job [Assistant Secretary for Economic Affairs) , 
well, he ought to be somebody with some political moxie. The former Alexis 
Johnson job [Deputy Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs) is re
served f:or the Foreign Service and fair enough. It• s an internal thing. 
Administration [Deputy Under Secretary for Administration] can be a Foreign 
Service officer. But certainly the two under secretaries, four of the fire res 

al assistant secretaries, INR--all of those ought to be political appointments. 

O'BRIEN: Well, getting into the intelligence part of it ••• 

HILSMAN: }\y impression, you see, was that there just simply was nobody 
available in the Foreign Service to do this kind of job because 
there wasn 1 t anybody who was willing to step over and be a 

political figure. 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

Well • • • 

Rusk would probably differ with me. 

Yes. He probably would argue that the morale of the Foreign 
Service was so completely decimated that -they needed to fill 
those jobs. 

HILSMAN: Well, as it turned out, the jobs that Foreign Service officers 
really want are ambassadorships. And it turns out that I think 
Kennedy had a higher percentage of career ambassadors, when it 

was all over, than (Dwight D.] Eisenhower did. If a young man has got, you 
know, a stomach for 'poWer ·arid wants to do these things, he dpesn 1 t stay 
in the Foreign Service; he gets out and does something else. · I know a half 
a dozen who in their twenties realize the nature of the Foreign Service, 
and now they' r~ running for Congress -or something like this. They've resigned . 
and are up on Capitol ·Hill working with senators, and they1l:J. come back in 
high appointive office someday. 

O'BRIEN: Well, in the book, of course, one of your major theses is that 
Rusk really doesn't take charge, even with the rhetoric of it 
and that he has got the backing of the President. Is this a --

. factor in the growth of things like ISA, for example, which had tremendous 
growth in the 19601 s? What happens in CIA in some of the comparable regional 
operations in regional bureaus? Is there a growth there as well? 

HILSMAN: Well, I don't know that you can ascribe the growth of ISA to Rusk. 
I think it is probably much more complicated than th~t. Rusk is 
a very difficult man to work for. Everybody find it so, not 

just ·me. You know,· they compare notes and moan. No guidance. You would 
go to Rusk and say, "Look:, this is coming . up. It• a going to be serious. 
How do you want me to plq it?" He would seq, ''Well, I want to be 
Secretar;y of State for a while. You just do what ;you think is right. 11 

4 . • (4 4 WWSAJJS -·Q, ........ 4 I aou . a ... 
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And so I'd go back and work out what I thought was best. Then there'd be 
a meeting scheduJ ed ;."i.tl1 the President. And about an hour before the 
meeting, I'd schedule a meeting with Rusk. And I'd go up there, and I'd 
srzy, "Well, here's what we're going to recommend." We'd talk about it. 
He'd ask very intelligent questions, probing questions. But then, time 
a:fter time after time, we would leave for the White House, go down in his 
elevator, get in his car, and go over, and I still wouldn't knov hov he 
was going to vote. 

Nov, that's policy, you see. When you talk about the 
growth of ISA, that's something else again. That's McNamara's feeling that 
in •••• You know, it's all sorts of problems. It's the fact that a lot 
of academics have been moved into the military field, into the strategy 
field. These guys have got ideas; they reach him. He wants to get command 
of the weapons system, so he uses ISA to put people in all sorts of things. 

Second of all, there's a high foreign policy content to 
it. McNamara's got a thirst for power. He likes to reach out . He tried 
to reach into foreign policy all the time, and he built up a staff to do 
that. But at the same time, for a quite different set of reasons, CIA is 
being cut back in power. Now, one reason is that they've overreached and 
overextended themselves in the Eisenhower Administration because of the two 
/} ohn F. , Allen W .J Dulles brothers. So there isn't any place to go but 
down for CIA, you see. Then, they make a n1:Dlber of mistakes; the Brzy of 
Pigs and so on ani so forth. And so we succeed in cutting them back in 
power. 

0' BRIEN: You reorganized ~ 

HILSMAN: Right. 

O'BRIEN: Just bow much do the geographic bureaus use some of the things 
that you do there in regard to some of the interpretations of 
polic.y as well as the policy oriented research? Do ·you find 

the geographic bureaus paying a hell of a lot of attention to it? 

HILSMAN: Well, when I came in ther~ INR was seven hundred and fi.i'ty 
people. We were spending a lot of time and energy on these 
country studies, which were just freshman introductory courses 

on the atlases of the countries. Forty percent of its b~dget. was paid for 
by CIA and so on and so forth. Kennedy bad indicated that be thought there 
ought to be some place in the State Department that was doing something 
like the academic community bad been doing for .him, and this looked like 
a good place. That gave me whatever mandate I wanted. He didn't have any 
great ideas; be just said he thought this would be a damn good--you know, 
he'd used the academic community when be was Senator, and he thought this 
was a good place to make that contact. And not only INR, but through INR 
the academic community. Well, that was the sole extent ·of his idea. The · 
rest of it I just worked, you know, and used. that 'mandate • . 

Well, the first thing I did was to get rid of all those 
stupid functions like biographic intelligence and countey surveys and all 
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t hat stuff. For two reasons: One, it was just junk; you know, it was 
dor~ey work. And the second one was it was paid for by the CIA, and I 
didn't want CIA to have a 40 percent club--40 percent of my budget--over 
my head. I wanted to be free of them so I could fight them, you know, 
and get them out of so~e things that they shouldn't be doing and so on 
and so forth. So I got rid of that. And then I told INR I want this 
stuff policy-oriented . I wanted ideas, interpretations. If it's con
troversial, I don't give a damn, just as long as it's sound. 

Well, the White House staff was crying for ideas and crying 
for everything else. Kennedy vas a reader. And I used my friendship on 
the White House staff to get thinbs -to him that I thought would interest 
him. I knew what he liked, I knew how he liked it packll()ed, we packaged 
the stuff that way. We made it cogent, punchy, sharp, to the point, rele
vent, you know, and I worked like hell as ·an editor in trying to get INR 
to do the thing the w~ it should be done. Of course, I had Tom Hughes with 
me, and he knew the President, too. So Tom and I reshaped the w~ they 
packaged things. . 

By the w~, when we started, no, the geographic bureaus 
didn't pay a bit of attenti on to I NR except~ oh, some o~ the: 
Sovietologist stuff. The Sovietologis~ are all a club, anyw~. It doesn't 
matter where they are, they're a club. The Sovietologist team is a team, 
it doesn't matter where they're stationed. You know, whether they're in 
Policy Planning or where they are, they're a team. But except for that, 
no, INR wasn't paid attention to at all. 

But you know, everytime I got one of our papers to the 
Presiden~ I made damn sure that that word got out, and people learned about 
it in the town, the ·President was reading this. And then we repackaged 
it. We came in there, and there was this printed form. "This is an intel
ligence report. It has nothing to do vi. th policy, 11 was on the thing. . I 
just threw that out. And it was, "Memo. Fr.om: Roger Hilsman. To: Rusk • 
. :l.emo. From: Hilsman. To: Kennedy, 11 you see, or something like that. 
And then we mimeographed it or xeroxed it in three hundred copies, you 
s ec. A reader h~d the feeling that you were lookinG over the chouldP.r of the 
Secretary of State, that was the reader's feeling. And the ancwer was 
that as soon as it got around to the town that Kennedy was reading our 
memos, everybody in town began to read our memos. Every geographic bureau 
read our :memos, and the Pentagon read them, and the CIA read them, and 
everybody else read them. But that' s just the wrq Washington works. The 
point is that we made it relevant. We made our papers rel.evant, and then 
we let them get "fedl»aek. And then it got to be such that, ·you know, if 
you wanted to be in, you had to see what INR was doing. 

O'BRIEN: Well, what is your pipeline to the White House nOY1 You mentioned 
some friends in the Wh1 te ·House. Who were the people you'd go 
through? 

HILSMAN: Well,' _first of all, you know, you're working With the 1"aet that 
I . knov tbe Presi~ent, · I knov What he needs, I knOW hia style, I 
k:nov tbe town, I lmoY my business, and I kDOV torc1gn policy. 

And 'It m not a ·career man,. you know. 
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I want to hnve influence on policy. I don't want to just, you know, be a 
time~crver. So I've got a product that is useful, I knov Mac Bundy well. 
I knov Walt Rostow. I knov Ted Sorensen . I knov Arthur Schlesinger. 
And the ones that I didn't know ven veil, I quickly learned. .You knov, 
they lenrned about me. fienneth P .J Ken O'Donnell and all the rest of 
them, you nee. Ralph Dungan,--! knev Dungan. And I knev what their 
businesses were, you see, and so on and so forth. And I knev What their 
problems were. 

So vhen Dungan is doing something in Latin America, for 
example, and Ih~ve a paper that I knovvi.ll help him, I'd just jot a little 
note: "Dear Ralph, You might be interested in this," and send it over in 
the U. S. mail. Well, what's happening is that Dungan is saying, "Oh boy, 
great. ~~. Pres i dent, you knov what I've been telling you about that thing 
dovn there? Nov, this supports What I've been trying to say. And here is 
some evidence. " Dungan, he' s smart, too, he' s not 8J'1Y dope. So when the 
Prc~idcnt rea.ds it, Dungan calls me up and says, "You might be interested 
to know and your fellow who wrote that paper might be interested to know 
that the President thought it vas great." Now, you know, you get that 
bnck to the guy vho wrote it, and, boy, you talk about morale, their morale 
just went sky-high. I mean, "The President of the United States is reading 
things I wrote and taking the advice 1• 

O'BRIEN: Well, nov 'What happens when Rusk discovered a lot of this ·bootleg 
material going over there? Does he attempt to channel it through 
the executive secretariat? 

HitsMAN·: It's not bootleg. Basically, originally, this is a memo to Rusk. 
And it' s only a copy of a memo to Rusk that I'm sending to the 
White House. Rusk never once attempted or said anything or. 

indicated in 8J'1Y way that he vasn' t happy vi th this arrangement. 
And by the way, you knov, it isn't Very long until Mac 

Bundy was calling you and saying, "The President would like you to do a 
study of, to write an analysis of," et ·cetera, et ~etera. And then, of 
course, I'd let Rusk knov that Mac at the White House .called, and vants 
me to do this study or that study. And it isn't long until the President •••• 

__ For example - I tell the story of that Congo thing. But this is Rusk and 
["George wj Ball meeting in a rump session -'because they're unhappy about 
the way the Congo was going. And it was a meeting vi thout Adlai Stevenson 
and Harlan Cleveland, etcetera, because they think it's--and without 
["a. Menne'!Y Soapy Williams--because they think it's, going badl.y. And 
it's the President who says to Rusk and Ball, "Get Hilsman and his group 
to do it." So we be come an alternative Policy Planning Staff. 

Now, the only people who were unhappy about this are the 
Pentagon and the CIA. They want exclusive rights of any piece of paper 
that has any strategic or mill tary interpretation to be theirs. And the 
CIA wants anything that Emacks at all of intelligence interpretation to be 
theirs. They compl.ained a little bit one da;y to me at a USIB LUnited 
States Intelligence Boar§ meeting, And so I just Vez'T candid.ly said, 
"For Christ' a sake, who do you think you are kiddi.ngt . You guys are putting 
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foreign policy papers into the White House all the time, and if you want 
documentation, I' 11 call up Mac Bundy and get it for you. The Pentagon 
is putting in papers that deal with foreign policy issues exclusively to 
the White House all the time. You're not kidding me one iota. But I'm 
willing to pla;y totally fair with you guys if' you'll pla;y fair with me. I 
will give you a copy of every paper I write tm t goes to the White House, 
and I want the same treatment. In other words, --I don't care what field 
you try to make your own, because they all interlock anywa;y. But let's 
pla;y fair · with each other. I will undertake to make sure that you know 
and see a copy of' everything that I send the President. And I would like 
the same courtesy." 

I played honest with them. In {"John Ad McClane' a day 
they didn't play honest with me in that they did get out sort of a private 
thing for the President, which the.y tried like hell to keep anybody from 
seeing who wasn't too important. 

O'BRIEN: This was the morning briefing, wasn't it? 

HILSMAN: Yeah. It's such low level stuff, anywa;y, it didn't matter very 
much. I managed to get to see it, and it was hardly worth it. 

O'BRIEN: B11t you had yolir own briefing paper, too, that you sent over to 
the President. 

HILSMAN: No, not a regular. What we did was we had a number of 
forms and things. . One of the things that I had the guys do was 
similiar to this. It was what we called an Intelligence Note. 

But I just said that I wanted a one page or a page and a half', no more, note 
within six hours of' any event. Anything that happens in the world, I :want 
an INR interpretation of' three hundred words or less within six hours on the 
street. Now, my reason for this was tha.t if' it had a. foreign policy bent 
to it, you see, he who . gets the fir.st interpretation out commands the field. 
So I wanted to do this. And tha.t I distributed to everybody. I never tried 
to · do keep it exclusive. I distributed it all over • . 

O'BRIEN: You know, you were mentioning--not only in this conversation, 
but in the book--you mentioned a numb_er of' CIA operations 
were embarrassing to the United States. You specified the attempt 

· to bribe the Singapore intelligence people as well a.s the Bay of' Pigs. I 
suppose one of' the others would be the Free Khmer thing in Cambodia. 

HILSMAN: I don't remember this. 

0' BRIEN: ~e Free Khmer thing. 

HILSMAN: 

more to 

Well~ that had happened in the Eisenhower Adm1 ni strati on. I never 
could · get---I think the extent of this wa.s that they gave these 

.. people a ·radio in exchange for intormation. There vasn' t much 
1 t than that. · 

--~------------~-----,_,~--- ·- . ...... . 

.... 



'- I 

·-

1'--
(_ 

-10-

O'BRIEN: Well, what other thing:;? You know, realizing that this has a type 
of lcgo.l, binding agrce:ncnt, of course, for security reasons 
nnd everything, what else was involved? What other things at 

that point do you feel was embarrassing to the United States? 

HILS~~: Oh, thcre're lots of crazy little things like, oh, someone 
like [" Johb K.J Gubrai tb being outraged that they might try 
to subvert some clerks in the foreign office. You know, stupid 

business. What the hell; what are you going to find in the Indian foreign 
foreign offices worth the embarrassment? Oh, just odd things like the 
sugar ship down in Latin America, contaminating the sugar, 'Which we suc
ceeded in saving. That is, we were able to get the sugar confiscated that 
they'd contaminated and stop it, you know. But, you knov this. 

0' BiUEN: No, I don't. I don't know that. 

HILSHAN: Well, I've forgotten the details. I tbinkfou'll find a reasonably 
accurate account in [)homas B.J Ross and Davii/ Wise {"The 
Invisible Government~. But it was a shipment of Cuban sugar that 

was going to the Soviet Union. And the CIA--late in the Eisenhower Admin
istration, I believe--contaminated some sacks of it with stuff that would 
make you nauseated. And what we did was we succeeded in getting that ship 
impounded in an intermediate port and getting the contaminated sacks · 
out,--bought it up. It cost us money, but we succeeded in preventing them 
from doing what they set out to do. You know, all sorts of little, stupid 
things like this. 

Some of them were fairly knotty in that they were difficult 
to unwind. The student business, for example. This had been done in the 
{"Joseph R.J McCarthy period when the State Department didn't have any 
money. The Youth . , organizations were being subsidized, and it seemed 
only. • • • You know, our students couldn't go to the meetings without 
some sort .of help. The State Department should have supplied the money, 
but Coneress . wouldn't give it to them. So the CIA was pushed,into 
it. Well, once you've started, it's awf'ul.ly hard to crank it down. So 
we tried to take a number of steps to cra.I)k things like this down. But 

_ it bad to· be done ·slowly. 
The Singapore thing was typical, where they did this without 

any consultation with the State Department at all.· So I was fighting a. 
battle to try to develop principles so that- they couldn't do anything that 
would be potentially embarrassing without getting advance permission. 

O'BRIEN: Well, what comes to mind, as late as the 1960's, at least in 
the Kennedy Administration, they were supporting--! can't re
member the Polish general's name--but were supporting a group 

of expatriate Poles in France. Did you attempt to wind that down at all? 

ID:LSMAN: Well, I ·don't recall the specific thing. But there were these 
things all over the world, you know. Were we in the height of 
the Cold War, maybe it would have made some sense. For example, _ 

one of the Japanese parties was getting some money in the Cold War. One of the 
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I don~t know. I would think that in the case of the {"Julius a.hd 
Ethe!f Rosenbergs or something like that, yes, very much so. 

0' BRIEN: Okay. {"Interruptioi} 
You had some very definite views on the size of intelligence 

orbanizntions and the CIA abroad interfering with the State Department as 
well. When you come in in 1961, are there enough qualified people, can 
you find enough qualified people, and are there enough qualified people to 
stnff oJ..l the intelligence 8ggncies that are there? I mean very soon DIA 
£Defense Intelligence AgenciJ springs up. You've got NSA, you've got 
CIA. Are there enough qualified people to, you know, staff the jobs for 
the areas, as estimators, all these kind> of things? 

HILSMAN: I don't know. I suppose the best way to answer that is .••• 
Actua.l..ly, yo11 'know, DIA doesn't p:et into fore i gn po3..icy very .much. y 

They pretty well stiCk to; the-military side of the. question. They don't 
really get too deeply into foreign policy. So they're not really in the 
market for this sort of person. I had the impression that CIA was well 
staffed with able people--very able people. 

I had trouble getting •• , • I had budgetary trouble, you 
know, getting enough money and slots and so on and so forth. And I, 
crazily enough, had a very hard time getting somebody wham I thought was 
really competent to head up the Latin America thing. But I was looking for 
a .real hotshot, you know. I got one in Africa; I got ["Robert c.J Bob 
Good, "Who, you know, was just the kind of grzy I wanted. He had a PhD in 
international politics, a deep knowledge of Africa, a free man, politi-
cally active, sharp, Kennedy-type, you know, and willing to stick his neck 
out, willing to. write the . kind of thing we wanted. I just could forget about 
Africa. · .. . · because I had this grzy. And anytime I needed anything 
on Africa, why, he did it. · And anytime he needed my political muscle, ·you 
know, he could count on me. So we worked as a team. 

Then for Far East I got Allen Whiting, the same kipd. He 
was one of t-he three or four to-p guys in the country on China. Sharp, 
could cet a job anywhere, anytime in this field. When he finaliy left 
the State Department, he must have had offers from fifteen universities. 
So the Far East, was settled. Europe, not too important, but I got mysel.f 
a BOOd Foreign Service officer to take ·care of that one. In the Middle 
East, I finally got a gu:y. But Latin America, ~-nnall.y .. got John Plank • .. . 
Then I le·ft to go to Far East, so I never knew .)low .·he· worked out. · But 
Latin America is just a shortage. But hell, Columbia J:universitiJ has 
been in the market for a Latin American political scientist of the same 
type for about · five years, and they can't locate one that they're happy 
with. 

O'BRIENt So that's basical.l.y just a problem w1 th Latin America, isn't 1 t? 
There are very few people arO\md • 

HitSMAN: ·Take_..chi~a. Doak Barnett bas teft to go to _Brookings~ ["'Institu:J 
tio.!!/, f'ul.l-time ·resc&r'ch· with .all sor.ts of percid · - ·· 
_f~erquisiteif. And ·you know, I · fin_d that .tlie~e ar-e :four. ·.qr . 



--

. --

-13-

five--I'Q on the scnrch co~ttee for his replacement--guys like Allen 
Wnitinc, Donk Dnrnett, n few like thls, three or four, and then there's 
n big gap. Then there're a lot of young ones coming up, just getting their 
PhD's, just out. 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSY.AN: 

O'BRIDl: 

HILS~l.AN: 

O'B.tUEN: 

Well, in the book you mentioned the ~United State!l Foreign 
Intelligence Bonrd. You really don't go into much of a dis
cuGsion as to how it functions . • • 

The United States Intelligence Board? 

• • • or an:y of the problems that you faced up here. What are 
some of the major problems that come up? Are they any major 
divisions between, let's say ••• 

In the USIB? 

Yes. Dulles, McCone, and people like yoursel.f--and later DIA, 
when it comes on, and NSA? 

HILS~tAN: Well, there a-e the National Intelligence Estimates, thc.t' s 
really the major business of USIB. The other major ··f\mctiqo 
of USIB is an allocation and establishment of priorities. But 

all of the covert act~vities of CIA, which were giving us most trouble, are 
not USIB matters. They don't come before USIB; they come before the special 
group. They go up the other channel. 

·And before my day, Allen Dulles had very cleverly arranged 
matters so that my predecessor was not even aware; he had no authority over 
matters going to the special group. It was handled by the Under Secretary 
of State and a special group of staff men who worked for him. One of the 
battles I fought was to get that group under me, rather than under the 
Under Secretary. And I succeeded, that group was transferred to me. So 
therefore, the sta1f work for special group covert activities came through 
me to the Under Secretary, rather ' tban bypassing me, which had happened in 
Cumming's day. ·so I then acquired authority over that and was able to in
fluence and cut down CIA af'ter having made that power .fight.. But USIB 
had no jurisdiction over those matters. 

Now, in terms of allocation of priorities, research priorities, 
our intelligence priorities there are relatively few things. Sometimes the-
oh, in the early days, satellites,. for example. There was some battles 
over whether the next shot ~~uld be directed towArd Soviet missiles or 
- eomcthing like that~'with the different services cornpeting L~9r different __ _ 
priorities. The NaVY was real gungho to get a mapping. The world map, '· 
the shape of the earth, was off a few miles or something like that. It was ' 
terribly important for submarines, very important. So there's a few things 
like that which are only substantive battles and end up in a compromise. 

· The National Intelligence Estimates, of course, are where 
the real. frays take place. .And this is very much along service lines. For 
example, the annual missile--or the semi-annual lllissile .estimate--was always 
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a battle and always broke predictably with the Air Force saying the Soviets 
have got the maximum that anybody could possibly think that they could 
have. The Navy was saying they've got the absolute minimum, the Army was 
saying they don't have any, the Air Force was saying they've got a lot; ~d 
the CIA is somewhere in the middle. And the State Department was somewhere 
in the middle. 

O'BRIEN: When do you first start getting really active in sort of satellite 
intelligence and things like this? 

HILSMAN: Well, I don't kno~ that I am free to talk about this. I'll tell 
you that--let's say that you could figure it out just by l ooking, 
you know, at the headlines. You know, if you can orbit a man, 

you can orbit a camera; and if you can orbit a man and recover a man, you 
can orbit a camera and recover a camera. In fact, you'd probably do it a 
little sooner. 

But basically,--! don't think it'" not cla~ s_ified--'let' s. take 
the missile gap. It's now in the public press, everytning ·r•m going to s~. 
McNamara, some people think, had ·some brilliant insight in .the . 
early spring of '61 that the missile gap wasn't so. Actually he discovered wha· 
was p~rfectl.y obvious; that is, that the Air Force said there are three 
hundred and the Navy said there ~-are ten Soviet missiles in the spring of 
'61. And he said, "Why, at least get closer together than that so we can 
lnake some plans." That's all he said. He had no insight or evidence. 

In June of '61, that's the way it was. With the evidence 
we had, reasonable men, 'Without being too absurd, could argue that the· Soviets 
had as few as ten or as many as three hundred. And the evidence was, you 
know. • • • Nobody could prove that you were wrong. Everybody was agreed 
that it was within those figures somewhere, you see, put -nobody knew anymore 
than that. 

Now, the reason for this is that the. Soviets went for broke. 
They skipped the Titan and Atlas stage, and they went from, essentially, 
intermediate nrl.ssiles to a huge behemoth. You see,· now, they· wanted that 
behemoth to double in brass. It was the vehicle that gave them the cnpnci ty 
to orb! t these great weights. They could put two men in space and all that 
long before we could. They also thought it vas going to be their working 
ICBM .["Intercontine.ntal Bassistic Missil,Y. 

. They started to deploy this mis~ile around Plese~sk, in the 
North, and it just was too· big. It could be fired from a Cape Kennedy type 
base but not as a workable ICMB in a silo off in Plesetsk. 

The trouble is Plesetsk is cloud covered about three hundred 
and si-xty-five days or three hundred and sixty-four days a year. It's just 
that part of the world up near the Artie Circle. So the U-2' s before May 1st, 
' 60 were not able to get very much. They were able to get enolJ8h to know 
that the Soviets bad begun deployment, but not enough to pick up the fact 

_that it failed, that it wasn't workable. So the U-2, before May 1st, 196o, 
picks up that .they're deployed, and i:f' you just take a straight line project.ioD 
and you get three hundred missiles. What ve didn't know was that there'd 
been a mistake; that it YBB too big. 
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Well, · from • the public press you know that the June 1961 
NIE still has that range, ten to three hundred, missiles, with different 
services taking different positions. In September, suddenly, the September 
estimate says no. They've got about a hundred, maybe less. So there is no 
missile gap. Well, thnt discovery was made in late summer of '61, you see. 

Now, in October or early November--I've forgotten which-
we go public on this by Roswell Gilpatric' s speech. When was that, October? 

O'BRIEN: Right, it was October, I believe, '61, in Hot Springs. 

HILSMAit: Yes. Well, now, you know, the Soviets are perfectly capable of 
figuring out what the intelligence breakthrough was. You know, 
it doesn't take much: it was two plus t~o equals .four. It was 

obviously satellites. 

O'BRIEN: So they knew it? Or .obviously •... 

HILSMAN: Well, they had to know it. By this time they had. • • • They 
may not have known that we knew it, you see, and that was the 
important thing about the Roswell Gilpatric speech. We deliber

ately said to the Soviets, "Look, we know. There ain't no missile gap." 

O'BRIEN: Well, when Dulles goes, and McCone comes in, in the book you 

the battle • 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

mentioned that you and Ball had some real objections to McCone's 
letter of instructions to himself and that Rusk didn't figh.t 

Well, we fought it for him to a certain extent. 

To my knowledge, that letter of instructions has never really been 
published. What was McCone at this point saying? 

HILSMAN: Well, you see, everybody thought McCone was ·going to be a bad 
guy. And basically he turned out to be a pretty good guy; that 
is, he was on the wrong side of some issues) but he never •••• 

You know, here is a guy who has successfully sunk the test ban treaty: in 
the Eisenhower Administration, who really, against his own President, 
Eisenhower, as AEC ["Atomic Energy _Commissio!J Commissioner, had coordin'a.ted 
'With Scoop Jackson, a Democrat·, and hsi sunk a number of things that Eisenllower 
wanted to do. A real alley fighter, vnu know. A very ri<'h man, a very 
militant, anti-communist;.) Rep.ublican, y~u know- . A shipbuilde1' .. _,_ 
and all the rest of it. So we thought, everybody · thought on both : Capit6~~ 
-Hi·l ·l and in the administration, we ·Were in for trouble. ' . .: ' · : -;-, > 

I was furious at Rusk for not ·baving consulted me when the 
President consulted him about the appointment. Ball was furious at Rusk · for 
the same reason: that Rusk had been consulted by the President but had not 
shared this, which is very typical of Rusk • . But I was furious at him because 
we had been fighting to save him and save the Department tram the CIA, and 
here he was not even--you know, no loyalty downvards, again • . We were going 

----·----- - ----------------------------



_ _. ( 

-16-

o~ the line for him every day, and he doesn't even give us the courtesy of 
consulting u.s. So we were fUrious ·"'t Rusk.. 

· Then this ~etter comes along, and it seemed to confirm our 
worst fe'U's bec'l.use there was language in that letter that VIiS giving f.lcCone 
authority over almost everything. So we vent to Rusk, and Rusk weasled and 
waffled and so on and so forth and so on. It sort of made us look like the 
villains rather than. But anyway, we did get the language toned down 
somewhat. 

And then it became--the only thing is, you see, we were 
just trying to head off trouble, Ball and I were. But then i~ turns out that 
McCone is not pressing as hard as we ·tbought. It turns out, also, that I saved 
McCone a lot of trouble a couple of times . He had some misconceptions, and 
I argued him out of them. · He later realized that I had made him strengthen 
his relationship with his own agency. 

At a USIB meeting, one time, he was going to abandon the policy 
of the text being his, and let the text be CIA, and he, as Director, would 
take a footnote. I said, "This is a terrible mistake. You're the Director 
of intelligence, and the text ought to be yours," which I, you know, thought 
was right. Of course, it would have been advantageous to me if we would have 
done what he said, ·but I thought it was wrong and a bad precedent. And he 
was gratefu,l for this. 

So we worked out a very good relaticnship, McCone and I. And 
it turned out that he wasn't making the great bid for domination as we thought. 
He did a few things. The Cuban missile crisis he tried to manipulate to his 
adv!Ultage. 

O'BRIEN: Well, does McCone ever real.l.y get control of the Agency, .or is the 
Agency. • .• 

HILSMAN: I don't know the answer to that. 

O'BRIEN: Do you ha'fe any insights into it at all? 

HILSMAN:. I would say he was pretty much in control, yes. 

O'BRIEN: At that point, has there developed a kind of bureaucratic momentum 
as the State. Department • • • 

HILSMAN: Oh~ ·sure; but I think he got control over the things that he was 
interested in and competent in. He wasn't very. • • • I think 
the re-'ison that our fears didn't materiali~e on the substantive 

side--this i~:; -the National Intelligence Estimates and so on and so forth, 
which Dulles. was into up to his ears, and Dulles was. • • • You ·see, Dulles 
was using the NIE' s as policy statements, then using his chief's of mission 
to implement it, that is his contacts with foreign chiefs of state to implement 
it. And I think the reason McCone didn't use this position in that way. ·was . 
because he was neither interested nor very competent in the substance of 
foreign policy. So therefore, he didn't make the effort. He didn't have the 
knowledge and didn't make the effort. 

.--a 

' 
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O'BRIEN: Whereas Dulles really vas a very competent guy1 

HILSMAN: Sure. Allen Dulles va's de facto Secretary of State. 

O'BRIEN: Well, you mentioned you were involved in the special group, doing 
the staff work for this special group. Nov, we're talking about 
the special group which oversees all activities. 

liTLSMAN: . Yes .. 

O'BRIEN: Did you ever get involved in the special group CI f:counterinsurgensi} 
or in the • . • 

liTLSMAN: Yes, it's basically the same thing, it's the same people. 

O'BRIEN: Subcommittees, though, as I understand it, of certain groups, 
wer·en' t theY1 

HILSJ.IAN: Well, b'lsically it's the same people. It's Bundy and LMaxvell D:} 
TI\Ylor and the Director of CIA and the Under Secretary of State 
and rRobert F.7 Bobby Kennedy, basicall.y--and the Deputy Secretary 

of Defense. - -

O'BRIEN: What about Bobby Kennedy? When do you reall.y first come across him 
and become acquainted with Bobby Kennedy1 

HILSMAN: Well, I can't remember. I can't remember the first time. I think 
in the campaign, you know, in '59 and '6o, I think we know each 
other, but there's no direct business. You know, there's nothing 

'direct. It' s peripheral in the sense that I'm working vi th some of JFK 's a taft 
on a speech and Bobby's around, you know. But I don't have any direct business 
with him. So as a consequence, J just kp.ov)lim, that's · a;l.l,' ·but . . .•. 
nothing intimate, and nothing where we're really doing anything more than nodding 
to each other, sa,.ying hello. · · · · 

When -be gets to be Attorney General and after the Bay of Piga, 
when he decides that he's not going to let • anyone · : do his brother in, 
so he's going to get involved in this stuff, then I begin to see him fairly 

· regularly. · He's reading our stuff, too. He invites me to lunch a couple 
of times, once just the two of us--and always with something substantive in 
mind, Vietnam · or something else--and once vi th his staff, where be wanted me 
to talk to hiS staff about sotne problems of foreign policy that be thought 
they ought to know about. That's all, you know. • • • I suppose, really, 
that 1 s all f'rom. • . • I mean, I really began to have influence in the White 
House after the Bay of Pigs, you know. And I 'tlunk-they have a very strong 
feeling that that mistake wouldn't have been made if' i::NR'. had-been involved, you 
know, and so on. 

· · -... ... _. __ .. 
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.. . 
HILs:.w; : ~o by JrL"Rla.ry of ' 62 or. e·a.rlv !?p.rins, '62_, we're fairl.v· clbse you know. 

Eut then I GOt fed up with ~usR anu et cetera, et cetera, an~ 
Y~e hal o~fercd me this benutiful--well, Arnold Wolfers' chair, and I 
finally said the hell with it. Now, in fact, things hnd been changing 
U."lder rr:y feet, and I didn't yet realize it. Thnt is, the Thankseiving 
Day 1-!asso.cre occurs, and this is really going to mean that from there on 
out I find mYSelf working with the President, that the President's my 
boss, not Rusk. I don't have to go through Rusk anymore. But I don't 

_know this yet. I don't know that that's the meaning of the Thanksgiving 
DaY l·iassacre -yet. · 

So I resigned to take the Yale job. And I decided to do 
this sometime in December, I guess, of '61. And I go tell McCone, go 
tell Rusk. And interestingly enough, I think it was McCone who screamed to 
the President and said, "Look, you can't lose him." Maybe not, maybe Mac- . 
Bundy. But I know McCone made a pitch to the President. But who brought 
it to the attention of the President first, I don't know, maybe it was Mac. 

Then the President sends for me after this episode, and he 
explains to me that he's unhappy with Rusk, but there isn't much he can 
do about it except to do what he's doing, that is, to act as his own 
Secretary of Sta+.e, and that's what he's going to do; and he needs me, and 
would I stay. So I said sure--after I waited forty-eight hours. I didn't 
want to make it that easy for him. But a:n:yway, he then sent me to Vietnam 
on a special mission. 

O'BRIEN: This was in December or . • • 

HILSMAN: December. Well, I leave in January, you see, because the meeting 
with the President is January 12th, as I recalL And anyway; ·r . 
leave sometime after. .he asked ·me to go to Vietnam. And we've 

done a lot of work on guerrilla warfare. I ,go out there, ann. I discov~r 
R.K.G. Thompson. I · discover that he's th.ought along para.llel - lines, and 
that by tnking his ideas -and our ideas and putting them together, I think 
we've 8ot something. So I come back and the President--! give. this briefing 
to the. President. And he sends me all over Washington giving the same thing 
to everybody, and one of· them was Bobby. 

So I go out to Hickory Hill, and Bobby and I spend about two 
or three hours. And when I got through, he put his arm around me, you 
know, and be said, "Great- stuff'." He says, "Terrific." And from that time 

· on, I think, we both regarded each other as--there was .a personal intimacy 
here that developed after that. 

O'BRIEN: Well, now this is something that 

lULSMAN: Before that I .alway.s thought of Bobby as ·sort of one of the enemy, 
you knaw. He was a guy we had to watch. But after that--and 
I think maybe he changed.. He had changed, too. 
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O' I3RIE!';: Now, this is something that bothered me a little bit. Okay, 
Bobby Kennedy talked to you about counterinsurgency and R.K.G. 
TI1ompson, strategic hamlets and this sort of warfare, which 

mic;ht be called political warfare. And on the other hand, he's a great 
admirer of Nax Taylor, who . • . 

HILSt4AN: 

0' BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

This bothered a lot of people. 

. • . is not, in my way of thinking, a guy who thinks in terms of 
political warfare. He is _more of the conventional army tyPe guy. 
How · can you explain that? 

Well, Averell Harriman has also addressed himself to this question. 
And Averell Harriman says that Bobby may. 

BEGIN SIDE II, TAPE I 

HILSMAN: During the first six months of the Kennedy Administration I felt 
Bobby Kennedy was a guy we had to maneuver around. And then, 
after the Bay of Pigs, he began to Change. By the episode I told 

you of, early '62, from the hawk position, he'd arrived at the same point I 
had, you see; that is, you couldn't deal with Vietnam by military measures. 
You had to deal with it politically. His capacity for growth was very great 
indeed.· 

And just to go on with Bobby, during the rest of the Kennedy 
Administration, he grew, and he grew, and he grew. And then, to my 'amazement, 
we both end up in New York, you know. And I'm not too concerned with domes
tic problems. I'm in foreign policy. I'm generally sympathetic with civil 
rights and all this, but I'm not really in it very much. · But after living 
in New York for a year or so my students began to reach me about, you know, 
the real problems of the -ghettos and the blacks, that ••.• And you know, 
I _see Bobby, and I discover he's learning· faster than I am. He sought 
out Black panthers. and had great, long," four-hour conversations, ·some o"f them 
quite violent confrontations. But he's learning. It's painful, but he's 
learning. And you know, by the time this guy is killed, I really had begun 
to think that if he's going to be President, he's going to be ·a bigger one 
and a better one than Jack was. · · 

O'BRIEN~ He. had the ·_capacity . . .. 
HILSMAN: For growth. 

O'BRIEN: · for listening to people, didn't he? 

HILSMAN: Yea. Oh, he doesn't just listen, he argues and fights •. He was 
a much more intense person tbari ! Jack was. There was more 
anguish here. There was more ~fficulty and tension. 

O'BRIEN: Well, one of the basic problems, the~, in these early stages, is 
the understanding of guerrilla warfare and what's going on in 
places like Vietnam and· Laos • 

..... 

. ·- ·-·--··---------------------------------
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HILSHlCl: Yes. :.. 

O' BRIE:'i : Do you think Bobby Kennedy has a. grasp of it in 19617 

HILS~~: I don't think anybody had a. grasp of it in 1961-62. I think we 
beGin to understand in '62 and • . .• Well, let's take Jack. 
Jack Kennnedy had three stages in his policy towards Southeast 

As i a. . The one thing that really impressed him with Eisenhower, that session 
with Eisenhower, was that Eisenhower said, "You're probably going to have 
to send troops to Southeast Asia. And if you do, I will stand beside you 
a s you make th~ announcement on TV cameras." Now, this was very impressive 
to Jack Kennedy. And for the first three or four months he was very hawkish, 
indeed, on Laos. It was Laos, that was the issue as far as Southeast Asiagoes. 
And you remember the famcus· TV conference with the three maps. 

Well, the Bay of Pigs--this is where fJ'Ilnes B.:} Scotty 
Reston was so wrong .. Reston sais ·that a resUlt of the Bay· of P~gs Kennedy sent 
· advisers to Vietnam'tQ -show-his manhood. That~s honesense. · 

• • • • 1 • l •• - ~ . ... :.· : ·~ ~- . : 'j t. 
As a resul't o1· t ne Bay of Pigs, Kennedy decided to reject the recommendation 
of sending troops. He- did send advisers, for two reasons : one, as a token 
to keep the military quiet; ·and the other one was to carry out the Thompson-
Hilsman counterinsurgency idaas. phase one is that up to the Bay 
of Pigs he's a hawk. 

Phase two of Jack Kennedy's policy towards Vietnam is, 
"All right, let' s give counterinsurgency a try." Now, counterinsurgency 
means to him don't use military measures. Don't chase the Viet Cong, you 
see. And don't send American· troops, because Americans 
with white faces will--well, white and black American faces will 
They' 11 drive the peasants into the arms of the communists. What counter
insurgency means is : Persuade the Vietnamese that they must do it, "it's 
their war" (quote, unquote); protect the peasants; win the peasants, through 
land reform, et cetera; arm the peasants; don •.t chase Viet Cong; don't use_ 
military measures. · 

All right, from Bay of Pigs·.. • • • Well, from the fall of 
'61 up to my visit these ideas be~an to germinate. From the time I come 
ba~, our policy is to persuade L Ngo Diri!i/ Diem on counterinsurgency. 
That's early spring •62 until the beginnings of the Buddhist's crisis. Now, 
what happens then is that we finally persuade Diem to adopt the R.K.G. 
Thompson-Hilsman counterinsurgency ideas. 

O'BRIEN: And -J:Ngo Din:i/ Nhu. 

HILSMAN: Now, wait a minute. We persuade him to sign on, and he signs the 
piece of paper in early '62. In early '63, I go on another visit. 
LMichael v---.J Mike Forrestal and I are sent out there in January 

of '63. And we discov~r--well, I don't know that we discovered it--we 
confirmed that it's a fraud, a sham. The American military are· still chasing 
Yiet Cong and advising the Vietnamese to chase Viet Cong. They're not 
adopting the program the President has recommened, our own military are not. 
Diem bas turne4 the stragetic .hamlet -program ove~u, .. -wbo' s ~8ken the title, 

---------------------------· ·- -----· · 
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the name of it, and nothing else. And in fact, what Diem signed, what we 
persuaded him to, had not been adopted. It has not been implemented, and 
it is a fraud. 

Then comes -the Buddhist cr1s1s, right on the heels of our 
ret urn. He returned--a.:;ain, it was January of '63. We returned in January 
and said it's a fraud, it's not working, it's a failure. The American 
military are not carrying out your instructions. The ambassador is not. 
He doesn't know what he's doing. In fact, we · recommend· a change in 
ambassadors. Brother Nhu has captured the progr:un. It's a t·raud, it's 
a sham, it's not working. Then comes the Buddhist crisis richt on the 
heels of it. ThenJFKmakes me Assistant Secretary when the Buddhist crisis 
arrives. 

And sometime in mid-spring '63, Kennedy goes into phase three, 
which is, 'The Vietnamese can't do it; they haven't got the capacity. They 
probably won't succeed!' Then what do we do? And then be starts saying to me 
over and over again, "Remember Laos. 11 And privately and publi ely. . • • 
Hell, he sa:ys things to me, at least, that are, in effe'ct, sa:ying, keep 
it down, no more advisers, we're going downhill. We've reached the peak. 
From now on, we're going to cut the advisers back. If the Vietnamese win 
it, oka:y, great. But if they don't, we're going to go to Geneva and do 
what we did with Laos. So he's going in the exact opposite direction that 
{"Lyndon BJ Johnson went, you see. And he's convinced--well, he's not 
convinced, but he's very skeptical that the Vietnamese are going to be able 
to make it. So he's now beginning to think in terms of Laos '62, you see. 
And when he dies, there's no question that when the crisis came in late '64, 
early '65, he would have gone to Geneva. 

O'BRIEN: So Kenny O'Donnell is right on it? 

}{[LSMAN: Oh, absolutely·. Did you see my letter to the L-New York? Times. 

O'BRIEN: I haven't, no. 

HILSMAN: Oh, absolutely· right. 

O'BRIEN: Now, this is not an attempt to put pressure on Diem in October 
1963 to • 

HILSMAN : No, he1 s Q.ecidedthat it's ; ••• Now, letme . finishupwith 
Bobby . Now, Bobby had said · publi~ly--this is where we were 
all wrong, every one of us, myself included. Bobby has said 

,pub11c4r (·/·hat some of our assumptions in the early sixties about Vietnam 
were just wrong. Now what he meant by that--we've talked about it many 
times--what he meant by that was we were wrong in that we thought it would 
be possible to have social and political reform in Vietnam more easily . 
than in fact it turned out to be. In other words, · our - three_ pronsed poli~ . 
is to protect the :people; don't chase Viet Cong, just use your troops to 
protect the people. Then, behind that screen, you have social and political 
reform, land reform--and very deep reform--education, everything. And then 

J .. t .. _em-- za 
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the s ea of the people in which Mao LT~e-tuni7 says the guerrillas swim like 
f ish wi U ha·:c dr i ed iip . And i.f necessary, yO~hen . iu'm .. t.'1e people. · · 
but it pra'to.bJy . \o.~a•t_be necessary. . . ·. · . · 

Now, the point is tha.t we were a.J..l grossJ.y misinformed 'about. 
the convolutions , the thickness, the obstacles, that Vietnamese culture 
represents. r · think to accomplish point two was just a much, more difficult 
task that we realized in recommending it. A highly convoluted society. 

O'BRIEN: Let's go back to a guy like L-Edward G .J Lansdale. What do you 
see of Lansdale in this period? Do you have any contact with 
him at all? 

HILSMAN: Yes, we go in there thinking· that Lansdale has got the picture 
because he'd been so helpful with. • • • You see, one of the 
things is that everytime you look at one of these things that 

were successful, like against the Hukbalahaps. • • • Or in Malaya, the 
British did what we did in Vietnam for two years, and they were worse off 
than they started. Then they started, essentially, the strategic hamlet 
program, and then they began to make it. 

And you know, £"Ramoi/ Magsaysay, his lawyer program, for 
example. Later, Magsaysay said that the thing that was most successful was 
s i mply the lawyers. He'd made a big publicity binge, that all you've got 
to do is walk into any post office in any village in the Philippines and 
send a collect telegram to me, Magsaysay, and within twenty-four hours I 
will have a team of lawyers there to take care of your grievance. And 

· as Nagsaysay says, if they'd really challenged him on it, he didn't have 
that many lawyers. But a few people did do this, and he went down there-
you know, _peasants who had land problems--he got the lawyers to them within 
twenty-four hours. And the word got around, and they began to believe him. 
He wasn't able to accomplish . .the social reforms, but they believed that he 
would. And that defeated the Hukbalahaps. He said that alone defeated the 
Huks. 

- Well, because Lansdale had been associated with that, we 
figured that he was with it, . you see. So we recommended him for jobs. 
I even put his name on a list for ambassadors once. The Pentagon continously 
vetoed this. The other generals just ·didn't like this guy. They thought 
.of him as. • . • Their attitude towards him is the wizy admiral-s · think of 
L-Hymanj Rickover, an eight ball, an odd ball. Later, I . came to feel . . .. 
· tbat· he 'didn .,t .really urtdersta.r:d the ·problemc·· tbe wa:y ·I had :thought he had. 
He's a guy who takes· great. delight in manipulating personal-1 ties·.· _ He .. s: very 
.mucb of· a= C1A type- . But, ~e ·had no· in.:fl.uen~e. ·· .. .. ~ .:. 

. . ... ·-... . - . . . ol 

O'BRIEN: None whatsoever? 

HILSMAN: None of any great significance. Maybe that original memo that he 
had prepared in the Eisenhower Administration might have influenced 
Kenne~ in the beginning, but he had none after that. 

· O'BRIEN: · Well, on the other hand, the mill tary people you have there 

· . . 
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apparently have no understanding at aD. • • • 

HILSHAH: None. 

O'BRIEN: \-lell, how does the President .. ·. . The President, apparently. 
You're explaining this to me, that they don't have an under
standing of what's going on, that they're not carrying on the 

strategic ha:nlet program. What's his reaction to the military? Is he 
willing to fight the battle with the Pentagon, to change people, to 
institute policies that might be worth _ .•. 

HILSMAN: Well, he probably had a very r·ealistic view of this, that his 
ability to manipulate the military is limited. I remember when 
the question of the replacement of LPaul D._l Harkins' 

predecessor--I've forgotten who he was now. 

O'BRIEN: ~Lionel C~ McGarr, wasn't it? 

HILSHA1'l: McGarr, yes. And Kennedy said to Mike Forrestal and me one day, 
"Okay' don It try to get me in the position where I m ve to 
appoint some young colonel to command the whole thing, you know, 

rec:.ch down thirty ranks below the top." He said, ''I can't do it. The 
military would crucif'y me.: And we had names of guys who had guerri Ua 
warfare experience, like L William P ..J Yarborough, and William R. Peers~ And he 
said, "I can't do it, I jus.t can't do it. So .4on't ·ev.en try. Don't force me. 

Don't try to push me." And here, again, this is probably the biggest mistake 
Kennedy made about Vietnam. This was the period when Max Taylor was having 
influence, and Harkins was Max Taylor's nominee. And it was before any of 
us realized that. You know, we never did finish the Max Taylor point. 

O'BRIEN: I want to come back to that. 

HILSMAN: We got off that. But the three points I was going to make was: 
(a) he was a charming guy, and you can like a guy without liking 
his ideas; (b) they changed, the Kennedys changed, you see, and 

Bobby changed especially; (c) you know, you can get to a position with a 
fellow where you don't believe what he says about Vietnam, but he's still 
got something to say about massive retaliation ve~x±rrle response 
that's useful, you see. In other words, you can begin to discriminate in 
yoUJ'.advice. And of course, Jack Kennedy just--he thought Walt Rostow was 
laughable on Asia and Vietnam. He called him the "Air Marshal'' behind 

. his back because ·he was always advocating bombing. But Jack Kennedy waul.d 
· never pay any attention to anything Walt Rostow said on Asia. But Walt 

Rostow h&Ai .t>ome things to say about Europe and economics that Kennedy shou1d 
have listened to. 

O'BRIEN: Yeal1. 
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HILS!·~~: So you can discriminate is 'fffiat I mean. I think in the end 
Bobby came to discriminate with ~lax. He thought he was a charmi~ 
bUY and his views on Vietnam were for the birds, but he had some 

interesting things to say about other matters. 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSHAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

Vietnam 
without 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

He gave 

Well, Taylor is a little bit of an alley fighter, too, isn't he? 

I think he's a smoothie. You know, he's a real smooth character. 

Yeah. But yet, you 'know, he has objections against pe9ple like 
Thompson and Lansdale, doesn't he? Did he ever reflect this to 
you? 

Oh, I think, yeah, but. Well, he's what I call a smoothie . 

Well, going back to the Taylor-Rostow report, in the language of 
that somewhere is a. • • . Do you recall at least the feeling 
that Vietnam--this is 1961, the end of 1961--that things in 

are going badly and the chances are against saving South Vietnam 
the massive intervention of U.S. troops? 

Oh, yeah, there was a recommendation for troops, combat troops, 
American combat forces. 

How much? How many? 

It started with ten thousand, and it would go up. And that was a 
recommendation •..• And that's what guys like Reston just missed 
completely, is that Kennedy rejected the Taylor-Rostow recommendation: 

them a few advisers, but there were some already. 

O'BRIEN: Is there a relationship, at that point, in the thinking of people 
on Vietnam with Laos; somehow that intervention of troops in Laos; 
somehow ·that intervention of troops in Laos might--or intervention 

of troops in Vietnam. at that ·point might effect the political settlement of 
Laos? 

HILSMAN: Oh, yeah. Certainly. guys like Harriman and myself and Jack Kennedy. 

O'BRIEN: This is where the objection comes from? 

HILSMAN: Part of it, part of it. And part of it is the nature of the war, 
the struggle. ·. It's a political struggle, not a military struggle. 
That it's a nationalistic struggle. That it's a struggle for the 

right to define what Vietnam shall be like. That it's not a simple communi~t 
aggressi on; it's much more complicated than that. And the use of Americans 
will insure the victory to the other side. 

O'BRIEN: Well, at . what point do .you realize that the political settlement 
of Laos in Geneva. • • • Well, this whole business of the use ·of 

Laos in terms of infiltration into South Vietnam; when do you 
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really become aware of that? 

HILS~l.AN: Oh, I would say that we were not only aware of it all the time, 
immediately, but none of us ever really believed that that clause 
in the Geneva Agreement of '62 was of any use at all except as a 

propaganda point. '----- -· 
O'BRIEN: I see. 

HILSMAN: Because we knew that the Soviets had forced it down the North 
Vietnamese's throats . And. we knew that as the North Vietnamese-
Harriman teased them in Paris later. He said, "How can we trust 

you, you violated that." They said, "That was forced upon us by the Soviets, 
and if we agree to something ourselves and are not forced to it, we will abi de 
by it. We won't abide by something that the Soviets forced down our throats." 
Nobody believed that they would not use Laos. It's just that the only reason 
for putting the clause in was just simply as propaganda. 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

Well, the question comes up very soon--as, I understand afterwards, 
immediately--in terms of interdicting those things, and by use of 
covert methods a·s well as overt methods . . • 

Well, basically . 

When do they start? When do the covert methods of interdiction 
begin in Laos? Do they begin in the Kennedy Administration in '63? 

HILSMAN: As far as any bombings of the trails go, of any type, Harriman 
stated this--and I totally agreed with "it and implemented it .. 
Harriman said, "We are going to be absolutely pure, - absolutely 

pure. We're ~oing to let them take all the onus. We're going to be absolutely 
clean . And·. thercason we're going to be clean is because when the break comes ,.., 
between the. three . factions, we want it to come not between the neutral.itits · , 
&nd the right, as it happened before, so that the neutral_ists and the communists 
are lined up against the right, but between the neutralists and the other side. 
We want :to make the communists wreck themselves, hang themselves, give them · 
rope."- So we were absolutely pure, absolutely pure. 

. The only thing I permitted, as Assistant Secretary, to 
happen over Laos, until the day I left office in March of ' .64, was high level 
reconnaisance, that is, the U-2. The only thing I permitted was the U-2 • · 
Bu~ I never ·permitted·. eVeii · low~ level'reconnaisance;: niuch less. a:riy . banbing . 

.. . ,.-\ .. : ' . . . 

O'BRIEN: How about the use of Montagnards to, you know, interdict some . 
of the supply lines like • • • 

HILSMAN: They're not capable of interdicting supply lines, in .the first 
place. You know, they're not capable of it. ·. And while I was 
Assistant Secretary---where !is the ' m.ap?--there were •• - ~ ;. 

And_ you .know, this was perfectly legitimate. .Tilcre was nothing subterraneous 
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about it, there was nothing illegal or covert about it. 

Now, my policy was to try to relocate and to try to get them 
to · move to, another part of Laos. Here, mainly. You see, I used to call this 
the Hilsman Triangle because !--stupidly, they'd never done anything about 
organizing the people who lived in there. And here, it's obvious--the road 
running here and twenty miles--the Meos obviously could interdict there. 
So I urged them to develop the peoples there and transfer these Meos from here 
to here, you see. Same outfit. But they got into two or three fire fights, 
and in retaliation, they may have ambushed--they ambushed a convoy once or 
something like.· The point I'm trying to make is: (a) There was nothing · 
covert in either of these operations; and (b) there was no policy of using the 
Meo. In fact, the policy was the other was around and not for any--my basic 
reason for this was to help the Meo. 

I think one of the most brutal, cynical, stupid moves we have 
made is to arm the Meo·.. The results--you know, it sounds good when they 
report all this intelligence and all this stuff, but what's it's done is 
it destroyed the Meo people, you know. That's what we've done. ~ou see, 
I was a guerrila leader in World War II, and I worked with people. like this. 
I was with the Karens and the Kachins in Burma. So I knew what I was doing. . 
I knew what was going to happen and what they were doing. They were destroying 
the Meo people. They should have left them alone. The communists wouldn't 
have bothered them if we hadn't armed them. 

O'BRIEN: Well, getting back to the military side of things in Vietnam, are 
you one of the people that argued for a kind of direct management 
of the war, not through CINCPAC ["conunander-in-Chief, PacifiiJ 

but a direct reporting to Washington? As I understand, this issue comes ~ 
"in the Administration, making MACV {"Military Assistance Command, Vietn~' 

· more independent of CINCPAC. · 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

Not in anything I had to do 'with, no. My major policy was to· get 
MACV out of the business, that Americans couldn't do anything but 
advise Diem. This is what I finall.y come to. 

And this is by 1963, wasn'.t it? 

Yes. 

O'BRIEN: Well, one of the things in this whole business .of Vietnam and 
the developments that take place there, one of the things that 
I don't think emerges, really, in the book is what you were suggesting 

here about Diem and about the social fabric of Vietnam, that you really 
di~'t understand it, at that point, understand how diff~cult it was. 

HILSMAN: Yes, I think so. Arid the interesting part about .this is that 
when the Buddhist crisis hit, I got the CIA, nm, and all the 
academic community to try to get something ·on this, and there · 
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·,;n:;n ' t o.nybod.:f who really knew anythinc. Nobody. And the crazy part of it 
i:::; e-..·cn Die:: didn't, you know. And probably the truth of the matter is even 
the Bud.dhists didn't, themselves, realize how much political power they had 
until the:r bcgo.n to exercise it . You know, I think the truth of the matter, 
if you rcnlly put it out, wns that nobody in the world, including the 
Vietr.a.'nese, really had the knowledge thnt would permit the kind of social 
encinceri ng we were undertaking. Nobody could make any predictions about 
it. Really, this was a very fundamental kind of change that we were proposing. 
And I'm a lot more humble about this than I was then. 

O'BRIEN: Well, even from the time you've written the book you've 

HILS1>1AN: Yes,_ that's right. That's true because it's a. When 
I wrote the book, I still believed that if we could find a 
Vietnamese to be prime minister who understood what we were talking 

about when we talked counterinsurgency that it still would work. Now, I 
suppose that I would cling to the idea that if--the Philippine culture isn't 
all that different . That's convoluted too. I think I would still believe 
that if a Magsaysay h~ appeared as late as '64, you know, it might· -have ·- ~ _, 
worked. Certainly, L Norodu:mJ Sihanouk pulled it off. Magsaysey pulled it 

. off. So, you know, I would still take the theoretical position that it was 
possible, you know. It's j~st that !--since I've written the book . . . . 

There came a point somewhere, where you just simply had to 
abandon it. We had done too many things. In othe words, after five hundred 
thousand Americans go rampaging around the country for a certain length of 
time, killing people right and left, and you bomb and defoliate, there comes 
a point when even a Magsaysay couldn't win it. When that side is so discredited 
by the destructiveness of the American effort that it's hopeless ••.• Some
where tpat point was reached. You know, there was a lag between ·When I· 
realized it and when it happened. It happened sometime befo~e I realized it. 
But clearly, it happened. . · 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

Well, is there a syndrome in Washington in tbe ·beginning of the 
Kennedy Administration? 

Is there a what? 

A syndrome in a sense that's tied up with this idea of nation
building and the idea that . societies can be manipulated. 

· HILSMAN: Well, there's a syndrome certainly here, _you know, of the men of 
.the sixties, people like;. ;nyself, products of World War II. I 
remember Chester "Baxnard~ once--well, many years ago--! was going 

to put this in print. But he was giving a little talk at Princeton, and he 
said he was intrigued at one stage in his life by l)Qw yo~ the men -who ran . 
the American Revolution . were. The oldest man was L Georgy Washington, and 
and he only was, _wb·at, . forty-three. And he _was t~e . o~dest by ~ar of the whole 
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group. And how they got the experience, you know, to do this at so young 
an age--and, of course, it's the plantation system. The plantation system 
is everything: the blacksmith's shop, carriage makers, it's all one 
economic unit. And because it is feudal and family run, the sixteen-year
old boy is a sort of a deputy administrato~.of a whole economic complex, a 
very large scale operation, you see. And by the time he's twenty-one or twenty
two he's had enormous experience. 

Well, I think Barn&rd made the additional point that in a 
mild way this happened to the men of my generation because--you know, I was 
a battalion commander at the age of twenty-five, commanded several hundred · 
men. A PT boat is a very small thing, . but you are the boss, you know. You 
get a hell of a lot of experience when you're very young in handling men and 
dealing with interacting matters, you know. You see, I was responsible, for 
exa'llple, for feeding these guys, finding them a place to sleep, fighting :the!:l; · · 
doing·. overything, you know. 

Well, we were activists. We thought the world could be 
chanced. We thoucht one man could make a difference. You know, this is the 
Kennedy thesis. We believed that the individual effort could change the 
world; that one man's efforts did make a difference. Pragmatic, idealistic, 
activist. This was an interventionist administration. The whole Alianza, 
the Alliance for Pro~ress, is saying a revolution is inevitable in Latin 
America. If you don t do it peacefully, you'll end up with blood. So 
therefore the premise of the Alianza is there must be a revolution. 

Now, I do not repudiate these ideas. I think t~at we 
were overly optimistic in some areas. I think that the problems were bigger 
than we thought. But I don't think it changed. • . • I mean, I don't 
reject--! don't go into some nee-isolationism like the New Leftist you see •. 
A lot of the New Left kids are essentially isolationist. They're rejecting 
the world. They're saying, "Oh, we can't do anything about it •. We've gqt to 
withdraw, we've got to pull out." But it's a very small planet, and it's 

a · nuclear age. If we don't head off the Manchurias and the Ethiopias, 
you'll end up with a World War III, and.' lt 1ll' be· a pretty mcs·sy affair. Bo 
I don't reject the i~ea. I think that some of our. •. • • I think we're 
probably a little too gungho in some areas, a little too interven~ionist. 
In that sense, I'd be a lot more, you know, reluctant. 

But I don't think w~ were ~sophisticated. After all, look 
what we did in Laos, in Indonesia. Bas~cally, that was played the way it 
should have been played. We ended up negotiating a neutralized Laos. We 
ended up not intervening, or, to the extent that we intervened, it was a 
good intervention. The same is true in Indonesia. I think the Kennedy policy 

· in. Indonesia was absolutely right. Johnson was wrong, but he luCked out. 
And in Vietnam, you see, if Kennedy had lived, it would · 

look quite different from the way it looks today, because we would have, you 
know--let's face it •••• the Waf it votild have en~ed up would have: · 
been ·lik'e Laos, wi tb a negotiated .settlement and a coe.l.i tion . goy~nmep.t,. 

-._, • • • <I • • 1- • ·• • • . J . ~ . • · •.. ~ ~ . . • • • t : '\r .~ . ~ ~ • . . .. ": • -
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O'BRIEN: Let's go into that, the one big thing in 1963, which is the coup. 
When do you first find talk of a coup, either on the Vietnamese 
side or the • • • 

HILSl·1AN: 1954. 

O'BRIEN: 1954, okay. 

HILSMAN:· And every week 

0' BRIEN: And every week afterwards? 

HILS1·1AN: Every week from '54 L-Laughter J to . 

O'BRIEN: Well, when do you. . • . Well, let's put it this way: From 
where you're sitting, do you see any evidence that people in 

· the Agency, people in the military, or even people like yourself 
are s'uggesting to the m.ili tary that it's time to simply get rid of Diem or 
Nhu, either one? 

HILSMAN: Oh, well, Nhu is constant through the Eisenhower Administration 
and on through ours. Nhu was correctly identified as the baleful 
influence from the beginning. 

Let me make two statements about the Diem coup. I have so 
much on record here I don't think there's much more to be said. But the 
two statements are: We never did anything that wasn't done in the full view 
of TV cameras. All of the important moves in the Diem coup were taken by 
Kennedy in front of a TV camera, everything we did. We never manipulated 
any coup, we never planned any coup. To the extent that we brought abou~ 
a coup, it was by Kennedy's public statements to ["WalterJ Cronkite and 
that other one, you see . That's the extent of it. · 

Now, the additional things that contributed to a coup, 
interestingly enoueh, were unplanned, and they were taken by ~Henry-~ 
Lodge. In retrospect, I now realize that Lodge's firing of ~John H~ 
Richardson, who was Nhu's great friend, had a significance. But ·it happened 
to be not taken for that reason, you see. Richardson was fired not in order 
to bring about a coup, but because Lodge no longer trusted him, you see. But 
I think it was influentiSl, in retrospect. In other words, I thiDk a couple 
of things like this ·happened.· Lodge's personal policy of making ,Diem come to 
him, I think, had an influence. But it was not taken to bring about a coup, 
you see. So all I'm saying is we. • • . I went to bed the night of the 
coup totally unaware that a: coup . . . • If you want any proof that we were 
unwitting about the details of any kind, coup plotting was constant, always. 
There were three or four reports a week of coup plotting. 

We were perfectly aware that our public opposition to Diem's 
Buddhist polic~ would encourage the plotters. And we told Diem, when we had 
~Frederick E~ Nolting go into Diem .before they beat up the pagodas. 
Nolting said to Diem, under instructions, "Look, we hear rmnors that you're 
going to beat up the pagodas." · He didn't use those words, but that's the 
gist of it.· "We want you to know, as we know you know, that if you do this, 
we cannot keep silent.. We will have to protest publicly. We'll have to do · -
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thin;;~. 'dc'll have to cut off aid. We'll have to do this. We cannot avoid 
doinc t hi z. We're n d~~ocraC,Y. Our people will be outras ed . We'll have to 
do it. So if you bent up the pagodas, ~e will have to take a public opposition 
acains t you. This will encourage the coup plotters, and there may be a coup." 
Hr. Di em says, "I kno·..,, I'm not going to do· it. I wouldn't allow it." 

Now, n:. far ns I'm concerned, our actions were dictated by .Diem. 
He made the decisions, we didn't. We were forced to do what we did. He knew 
it, and he knew that if he did certain things, like beat up the pagodas, we'd 
have to do it. So as far as I'm concerned •••• 

Now, if you want proof--that's what I was going to say--that 
we were unwitting as to the details of .the plot, our friend, Admiral--CINCPAC. 

O'BRIEN: L-Harry D.J Felt? 

liTLSl'IAN: Who? 

O'BRIEN: · Felt. 

HISLMAN: Felt, Don Felt, had this habit of, you know, getting in an airplane 
and going and visiting people--virtually unannounced. And he arrived .:
in Saigon the day of the coup. Of course, it was always customary 

for Felt to pay a courtesy call on the President. And what nobody ever knew 
was whether that call would be ten minutes or five hours. Diem had this habit 
of keeping visitors sometimes, five and six hours, as we all know. I've had 
it myself. I've been six hours sitting there listening to him, you know. It 
was his. form of entertainment. 

Now, at eleven o'clock on the morning of the coup--the coup 
is scheduled for one, we later discovered--Don Felt makes his farewell call 
on Diem. Now, would the United States of America have permitted Don Fel~ to 
call on Diem, to be in Saigon and call on Diem, at eleven ~' clock w1 th a coup 
scheduled two hours later? _ I mean, what would have happene-d if the goddam 
coup had--had the attack occured at one o'clock with Don Felt .and Ambassador 
Nolting in Diem's of~ice, you knoW'? So we didn't know.-

O'BRIEN: · But going back 

HILSMAN: · I want to make one more statement. 

O'BRIEN: I'm sorry. 

HILSMAN: This is in the book, but I want to add tO it. At the time ·when 
the decision was made to cut off some aid and to some things, : 
nasty things, about this, Mike asked me, Mike Forrestall, "What 

do you think is going to happen?·" .And I said, "There's a 4o percent chance"-... 
which is what we really wanted--"that Diem will pull up his socks, send · 
Nhu to Paris, and fall into line. Forty percent chance. There is a · 40 percent 
chance that Diem will do nothing and the generals vill move. There is a 20 
percent . chance ~hat nothing will happen at all." 
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Now, goinG back to my statement that we were wrong about our 
assumptions, I will now revise that statement . If I bud it to do over again, 
I "1\'0uld have answered l-like that there's a 20 percent chance that Diem will 
pull up his socks, there's a 20 percent chance there'll be a coup, and there's 
a 60 percent chance that nothing will happen at all. I mean, now that I know 
more about the Vietnamese culture, I think that it would have been more accurate 
to sa:y that there's a 6o percent chance that nothing will happen at all. ·" 

O'BRIEN.: . Then these original contacts were made before the telegram of 
August 24th by ~Tran Thien_l Khiemand ~Le van_l Kim were made-
were initiated on that end rather t~an initiated on our end. · 

HILSMAN: The Vietnamese generals came to us in August, this is the August 
business, you see. The Vietnamese generals came to us and said, 
"We have information that Nhu is plotting our assassination and 

is in contact with the North", and so on and so forth. "The guy's smoking 
opium", which he was, "and we're scared. We may have to move . . . What will 
you do if we have to move?" 

Now, our answer to this one was our standard answer when this 
question is asked all over the world all the time. And our standard answer 
is that we don't intervene, that we will examine any new government on its 
own merits. That i~ this in terms of either an election or a coup or anything 
else, you see. That's our standard reply. Now, we replied more than that 
in this case. We replied that much, but we also said, "Well, if there is 
trouble, we will certainly support an anti-communist group." This was Rusk's 
idea, by the way. He said, "Supposing there's an anti-communist but anti-: 
Diem group who controls the Hue area, and an anti-communist pro-Diem group 
that controls the South, we'll support both." Now that was the additional 
comment made. There were a lot of us who sort of hoped something would happen 
in August. Nothing did happen. And really; there were a lot of people in 
November who thought nothing was going to happen at all,_ though it was just 
like August all over again. 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

But there are some rather significant things ·that ·are done ~o encourUB 
the military, aren't there? :for exampl~, doesn't theCrA :furnish · · 

·' the plans to the Special Forces camps' 

What plans? 
. . 

Or at least the diagrams and some of the things that the· Special 
Forces camps had--Nhu's Special Forces organization--to the 
Vietnamese military? 

.Well, not to my knowledge. Of course, I'm very skeptical of this 
because the CIA was pro-Diem, basic&lly •. So that doesn't jibe. 
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O'BRIEN : ~lell, how about the contacts of thes~ke ·LSpera?J and 
Conain,people like this? 

HILS~~: Well, there's that character, whose name I've forgotten now--! 
guess it's one of those names you mentioned, Conein--who's been 
in Vietnam for something like fifteen years. Coein was a contact, 

and the source of the information we did have about the coup plotting. We 
did not have advance knowledge of the coup, the date, or anything more than 
the fact that the generals were plotting. When the coup begins, Conein 
showed u'p at the headquarters, and they let him stay. And he calls up the 
embassy and tells us what's going on •. · But that's after the fact. 

O'BRIEN: That's after? 

HILSMAN: Sure. Well, again, I repeat, you know, if we had had any ideas 
that there was a coup scheduled for the first of November, . we sure 
as hell wouldn't have let Don Felt go to Viet nan, much l ess go into 

Diem's office. Supposing Diem had any inkling of a coup, Don Felt and the 
ambas sador walk into his office, and he pulls out a gun and says, "Sit down, 
Admiral ·and Ambas sador." What are you going to do then? That's crazy. We 
had no idea. We knew there was coup plotting. There were those in the 
American Government who thought that maybe a coup would come off. There 
were tho~e in the American Government that were convinced that it wouldn't. 
But nobody had any .ideas about the details at all, or the day or anything like 
that. 

O'BRIEN: .Well, how about Lodge's role in this whole thing? 

HILSMAN: · Well, as I say, I think it turns out that some of the things , that. 
we did encoura~ed the couP, Rome we intended as pressure on Diem, 

. nlthough we knew it would encourage a coup. Some we·did not ~ 
so i~tend but they had that effect. 

O'BRIEN: You reilly wanted to get rid of Nhu, this was the main 

HILSMAN: That's right. Let's put it this way:· My positi on was t hat some
thing had to give. We could not go on .like this. We either had 
to get out of Vietnam, which is what Bobby suggested we · do, withdraw · 

completely; O! Diem had to get rid of Nhu, o~ a coup by ·somebody who would 
do something. Something had to give, as far as I was concerned. And I 
thought that we could not sit still and be the puppets of Diem' s anti-Buddhist 
policies, you know. To make the United States of America be an instrument 
for this," to me, was unacceptable • . So I felt that we had to do something. 

Now what we .did was what I--we did do What I advocated, which 
was: ·Pr~s~dent Kennedy made public statement~ saying that we couldn't support 
this; that ·if we were going· to support the Vietnamese. government' there would 
have to be changes· in policy and personnel. By that we meant, as a minimum, 
they ha9- to adopt a pro-Buddhist rather than a. anti-Buddhist . policy. They 
had to ge~ rid of Nhu, send him to P~is or something . . Now that _was our 
minimum. 

\ ' o 
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I was prepared to face up to . a coup d'etat. ~InterruptioEJ 
Kennedy made his two statemtns in front of TV and basically 

in favor of a chanGe of policy and personnel. We endorsed Lodge's polic,y 
of m~~ing Diem come to him. That is, there was a big debate in the gover~ent 
as to whether we send Lodge in to see Diem or we make Diem come to Lodge. 
And, Lodge really took a very strong stand that Diem ought to come to him, 
and we reluctantly endorsed it. I ren.lly would have been perfectly willing 
to have Lodce go to Diem. But we reluctantly approved this. We cut off the 
funds to the Special Forces. As a matter of fact, this was probably of no 
effect whatsoever. But the commodity imports, you know, the tobacco, rice, 
milk, canned milk. . • It turns out _that this has got a three month fuse 
on it; that is, you do something and it is not felt for three ~onths. We 
did something, but the Vietnamese probably neve~ew we _did it because 
it never had any effect. So that was a nothing. 

The cutting off of the Special Forces money, the public 
statement about policy and personnel were the things that we did that may 
have had some impact. Now, in addition to that, the statement to the generals 
that, yes, you know, if it's an anti-communist government, w~ll continue to 
support it. That's the three things that we did that had an influence. 

Now, I think there were a couple of things that were done that 
we did not do for these reasons that had an even bigger influence. One was 
the firing of Richardson. You see, I think that was terribly important in 
Vietnamese context. We did not realize that at the time. But I think in the 
Vietnamese cultural context, the Vietnamese probably knew that Richardson 

·.was a supporter of Nhu. Thi.s probably was the most significant thing that 
was done, but we didn't koo• that. 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

·O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

J:ITLSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

Well, Nhu, in fact, does make contact wit.h the North VietJ;lamese, 
doesn't he 

I don't know. 

• . •• during those months? 

I don't know, and it's irrelevant. 

There's no possibility for a settlement at all. at thi·s stage? 

Not with Nhu, no~ I don't think--it's irrelevant, and that ·isn't 
scaring anybody-. 

Is there any, fear of that in Was~ngton that the 

Not among serious people. 

• Unit~d States was going to be left hanging in that. situation. 
Did you ever. attempt to put · any pressure on. Nbu t~ough the Papacy, 
you knOW? · 
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HILSMAN: Well, I thtnk that the Papal representative was active. I don't 
knov too much about what he did. But the Vatican was very worried 
about Diem's policies because they saw it quite correctly as highly 

dangerous to the Catholi~ community. That is, this anti-Buddhist thing was 
going to bring about a reaction, a massacre. So they were very opposed to 
Diem and Nhu. Interestingly enough--! hinted at this in the book--Lodge, 
who has got a lot of connections with ·the Vatican, as we now know, pays a call 
to the Pope on one of his visits and, you know, does a number of things like 
this and gets a Papal assurance that they are not displeased. Lodge is afraid 
of the Catholic reaction in this country, and he gets a Papal statement, letter, 
or something that will defuse that if the American Catholi.cs raise hell. 

O'BRIEN: 

HILSMAN: 

O'BRIEN: 

Going back to the original telegram of the 24th and the meeting of 
the 24th, in the book you say that • • • 

That was an abortion, you know, nothine; happened. 

Nothing happened as a result. But are there any deep conflicts 
that are set off in Washington • 

HILSMAN: . Sure . 

O'BRIEN: • as a result of that? Let's take Taylor, for example. 

HILSMAN: Oh, not as a result of that. I think that there are deep conflicts 
in Washington which that just simply ·aggravR-te.d Interestingly 
enough, there's a lot of mythology about this. Don Felt, you 

know, called and pushed for this decision. That made Taylor mad as hell, that 
Don Felt had gone. • . • Taylor then goes behind the back door and sends a . 
telegram .to Harkins~ which sort of almost dictates harkins' response, you 
know. That's dlrty pool.. And Kennedy takes Taylor i .nto ' his Oval Office, into 
the woodshed, you know, and administers a verbal spanking. And that's. probably· 
when both Bobby and Jack, you know; begin to see Taylor· in a · quite different 
light. But, you know, outside of that. • • • . 

· You know, basically, ~he August 24th telegram is not what 
it's reported to be. It was cleared with evory~ 
body. The only two people who didn'.t get a personal crack at it. were McCone 
and McNamara. They were both on vacation, and their deputies decided, you 
kn.ow. • • • Their deputies had every right ~o send it to them on vacation, 
but both o~ their deputies ·decided that they were acting the way their bosses 
would want them to act. Both of their bosses did two things: First of all, 
they bleated about it·; Then, in the next NSC meeting on Monday, Kennedy 
said, "Okay, nothing has happened, no measure has been taken. · We've still 
got plenty of time to stop it. Do. you want to stop it?" And both of them 
said no. So in the· end, it was largely leaked to the pre·ss a.t'ter the fact. 

O'BRIEN: When does Bun~ first come in to this~ . Does .Bundy know about 
Sat\ll"d.q? 
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HILSMAN: Oh, sure. So does Rusk. Rusk helps draft it. So does Kennedy. 

·o'BRIEN: And he has no reservations at all? 

HILSMAN: He didn~t say anything. 

0' BRIEN: Did Taylor ever come to you w1 th any • 

HILEMAN: He signed it. 

O'BRIEN: reservations at all? 

HILSMAN: Maybe after the fact but. • After the fact he has let people 
say, "Well, I thought that. • • • Yes, it's true that I signed 
the cable, or I released the cable. But I thought that the 

President had already made up his mind. There wasn't anything I could do." 
This is a lot of .nonsense,. you know. 

O'BRIEN: Why all this after the fact stuff' that occurred? 

IITLSMAN: Everybody is in Washington, it's a political process; they're looking 
at their own constituencies, trying to protect their base. After 
the Cuban missile crisis, for example,- McCone is busy all over 

Capitol Hill s¢ng, "Oh, I said that I didn't trust those communists. I 
said there were going to be missiles in Cuba." That's politics. 

O'BRIEN: Well, carrying this on and assessing the results of' the coup, how 
do you look at the results of' the coup in relation to ongoing 
events in Vietnam? 

HILSMAN: Well, this goes back to our earlier conversation in which I. 
I would say that if Kennedy had lived, we would have made a very, 
very strong pitch for a true ·strategic hamlet program. And if, 

you know--I mean, God, I don't . ~ow the answer to that question. We would 
have made a really strong pitch for a true strategic hamlet type program, win 
the people, social r 'eform and all that. . Nov, if' maybe one or another of 'these 
fellows--!, at the time, said that ["Duons ve:iJ , Big Minh won't las~.a, that he'~ 
the {"Muhammei/ Naguib, of Vietnam, and there'lloe a £G811l8.1 Abde!f Nasser. 
And if we're lucky, the second coup will be the Nasser rather than the third 
or fourth. So I was hoping that when Big Minh passed from the scene, ·which 

· I kn·ew he would because he was a Naguib, that we would get a Magsays~y _type. 
Anyway, we would have made a strong pitch for it, a really strong pitch for 
a counterinsurgency program, and, you know, you're as capable of judging what 
would have happened as I am. 

· As it happened, though, Kennedy was killed, and Johnson was 
listening to the . hawks;: He wouldn't listen to us. He wouldn't adopt 
a policy of a political solution. But anyway, if Kennedy had lived we would 

. have pushed hard for a strategic hamlet program. If 1 t had worked, everybody 
"VOuld have been happy. If 1 t hadn't worked, . we would have gone to Geneva 

-------~----------------
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and negotiated a Laos type agreement. There would have been a lot of 
Americans alive today that aren't and a hell of a lot of Vietnamese. 

O'BRIEN: Is this a pretty good time to break? 

HILSMAN: I think so. 

- . ......__-
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Charles U. Daly 
The Kennedy Library 
Colwnbia Point 
Boston MA 02125 

Dear Chuck, 

May 5, 2000 

•" ' . 
r 

At the Kennedy administration reunion last fall, I promised to write a 
memorandwn for the record about the instructions President Kennedy gave me on 
Vietnam when he appointed me as Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern 
Affairs. I am sorry it has taken me so long to get around to this. 

I would be grateful if you would see that this letter gets filed in the proper 
place for the benefit of scholars. 

The Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs, W . Averell Harriman, was 
promoted to Undersecretary, ~i· State for Political Affairs very early in 1963, and 
Secretary of State Dean Rusk called me to his office to tell me that the President 
was nominating me to be his replacement. Almost immediately afterwards, I got a 
call to go to the White House to se\::: the President. 

Vlhen I arrived in the Oval Office, the President was seated in his rocking 
chair. He motioned me to a seat on the couch and proceeded to tell me the 
following story. 

In 19 51, when Kenned was a young and very junior Congressman, he had 
visited Vietnam, and the political counselor, Edmund A. Gullion, briefed him. 
Gullion and he became good friends and later Gullion, who was also a Catholic, was 
an usher at Kennedy's wedding. Kennedy told me that he had a very high opinion of 
Gullion's knowledge of Vietnam. When Kennedy became President, he appointed 

'-- Gullion ambassador to Ghana. · 



Kennedy said that like most of the Catholic members of Congress, he thought 
that Ngo Dinh Diem was the best hope to keep South Vietnam independent. He had 
met Diem when he was in exile in the United States living with the Maryknoll 
fathers and had been impressed with him. 

Diem's convictions ran very deep. Diem's family had been converted to 
Catholicism in the 17th century. During some anti- French and anti-Catholic 
troubles in the late 19th century, over one hundred of the Diem clan took refugee in a 
Catholic church, and the mob burned it down armmd them, killing everyone inside. 
In Diem's own lifetime, the Communists murdered Diem' s revered older brother, 
Ngo Dinh Khoi. 

When Diem became premier, he accomplished what no one thought was 
possible, defeating two powerful religious sects, the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao, 
stamping out a notorious gangster sect, and unseating the absentee emperor, Bao 
Dai. In 1955 he became president. He instituted a land reform program, improved 
agriculture, established an effective anti-malaria program, and improved the 
educational system. 

But as time went on, Diem's regime became more dictatorial, and his 
popularity faded. He abolished elections for village headmen, an ancient tradition, 
in favor of direct appointments. He distrusted southerners and appointed a large 
number of ex-northerners to high government posts. Most appointees were also 
Catholic, although the population of Vietnam was 90 percent Buddhist. Many 
people resented this. There was also wide resentment of the power of Diem's 
brothers, Archbishop Ngo Dinh Thuc of Hue, and Ngo Dinh Can, who ruled central 
Vietnam with an iron hand. But the most resentment was of Diem's third brother, 
the arrogant and supercilious Ngo Dinh Nhu and his acid-tongued, flamboyant, 
termagant of a wife, the beautiful and vicious Madame Nhu. For example, after 
some Buddhist priests immolated themselves in towering flames of gasoline, she 
said that she delighted in "Buddhist barbecues." 

There was an attempt to assassinate Diem, and a major coup attempt by the 
elite corps of parachutists, revealing that the disaffection with Diem had spread to 
the very center of the anti -Communist elements of society. 

Kennedy went on to say that at some point Gullion told him about all tlus and 
that Gullion had become convinced that Diem simply could not succeed in keeping 
South Vietnam independent. There was too much discontent with him and his 



family, and Diem was impervious to any advice. 

Kennedy told me that what Gullion had to say shook his belief that Diem and 
the South could prevail. Still, Kennedy said, the United States should do all it could 
to help - with political support, economic aid, and military equipment. But, he 
said, if Diem and South Vietnam could not win with this help, the United States 
should withdraw. What the United States should not do, Kennedy said, was to send 
American troops to fight in Vietnam or to widen the war by bombing North 
Vietnam. 

My job as Assistant Secretary, Kennedy said, was to do everything possible 
to help the Vietnamese win, but to see that the United States did not get dragged 
into the war. I should make sure that the United States said or did nothing to 
increase our commitment. I should also make sure that if the time came that South 
Vietnam could no longer do the job by itself the United States should have 
arrangements in place so that it could withdraw. 

Most of the Kennedy aides were present on one or the other occasions after 
the Bay of Pigs when Kennedy said, as he did several times, "The American people 
are clearly not willing to send troops against a Communist regime in Cuba 90 miles 
from our coast. How can I ask to send troops against a Communist regime 9 
thousand miles from our coast?" 

The point is that Kennedy said the same thing to me as instructions in very 
emphatic terms and direct terms when I assumed the post of Assistant Secretary of 
State for Far Eastern Affairs and became his action officer on Vietnam. 

Sincerely, 

(2~ 
Roger ffiM'man 
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