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“The President Needs Help”










Some say it all began with “Colonel” Edward M. House, a man “neither elected nor appointed to any office,” who operated as Woodrow Wilson’s de facto secretary of state during the Paris Peace Conference of 1919. Others point to Harry Hopkins, who also held no foreign policy position but who served as Franklin Roosevelt’s primary diplomat during World War II. Or perhaps it was Brigadier General Andrew Jackson Goodpaster, “staff secretary” to Dwight Eisenhower, “tending the door and handling urgent messages silently.” There were other precursors to the fourteen men and one woman who have held, since 1961, the modern position of “assistant to the president for national security affairs,” aka “national security adviser.” John F. Kennedy was not the first president who needed and empowered an aide, responsible to him alone, to handle critical foreign policy business. But with the coming of the Cold War, requiring the United States to pursue a global foreign policy and maintain a huge national security establishment, pressures on presidents grew. It was only a matter of time before they organized the White House so they could respond to this leadership challenge.




The American presidency is the most demanding job in the world. What presidents do can decide the fate of millions—even of the earth itself. It is also the most lonely job—since presidents cannot share their ultimate responsibility—and yet it is one they cannot do on their own. Presidents need help. They need aides to help them understand the issues they must address, and to manage everything from their daily schedules to their most consequential policy deliberations. In earlier times, these aides were often members of the cabinet, the heads of various government departments and agencies. But as government grew larger, presidents learned that people who were designated to be the White House’s representative to their agency often became their agency’s representative to the White House, offering advice that reflected interests of the agency but not necessarily of the president. Charles G. Dawes, the first U.S. budget director, concluded in the early 1920s that cabinet members were “the natural enemies of the President,” because they were, functionally, “Vice-Presidents in charge of spending.” Presidents often found their cabinet members unresponsive on non-budget matters as well. Increasingly, presidents discovered that they needed advisers who were beholden to no person, institution, or interest other than the president and his office.




Colonel House, Harry Hopkins, Andy Goodpaster—their roles were ad hoc responses to presidential needs. Beginning with Roosevelt, however, Congress and the president also moved to build durable, White House–based staff institutions. Faced with overseeing the enlarged range of government programs established under his New Deal, FDR established the President’s Committee on Administrative Management, chaired by Louis Brownlow, which summarized its findings with a memorable sentence: “The President needs help.” To provide some of this help, Congress in 1939 established the Executive Office of the President. Additional support was offered by the designation of general purpose “administrative assistants to the president,” who—the Brownlow group urged—should combine a “passion for anonymity” with devoted service to their chief. FDR’s successor, Harry S. Truman, relied on White House special counsel Clark Clifford to handle a broad range of policy and political matters. Truman’s successor, Dwight David Eisenhower, added a chief of staff, former New Hampshire governor Sherman Adams, and special aides for congressional relations. By 1963, leading presidency scholar Richard E. Neustadt could write that, due to their key policy and operational roles, “presidential aides outrank in all but protocol the heads of most executive departments.”




As impressive was the development of separate staff units within the Executive Office of the President, which became known as the “institutional presidency.” At its core was the Bureau of the Budget (Office of Management and Budget after 1970), which enhanced the chief executive’s authority over government spending and domestic policy. Others were added over time to deal with a broad range of subjects—from economic policy to the environment, from science policy to drugs. Today, the president’s Executive Office totals eighteen hundred employees, working across seventeen separate entities. Central to the story here, though, is the institution that would provide the organizational base for presidential national security advisers: the National Security Council (NSC), established by the National Security Act of 1947.




 




The creation of the NSC did not generate many headlines. The big story in the July 27, 1947, New York Times was President Truman signing on the previous day “the history-making legislation unifying the nation’s armed forces,” and the naming of James Forrestal as America’s first secretary of defense. Only on page two did the Times get around to reporting that the legislation “further provides for a National Security Council, consisting of the heads of the units making up the new national military establishments. Its meetings will be presided over by the President.”




This second-order treatment of the NSC was hardly surprising. “The Council,” David Hall noted in his study of its early years, “seemed a marginal proposal in the context of the momentous debate over the unification of the Army and Navy into a single Defense Department.” This bruising battle had been mediated at Truman’s behest by Clark Clifford, who later remarked that the NSC was born “almost as a byproduct to military reorganization.” Nor was the NSC intended by its original designers to enhance the power of the president. Roosevelt’s “intimate, personalized, ad hoc, ‘disorderly’” conduct of World War II decision making had “caused great pain at the Pentagon and State.” In his position as secretary of the Navy, Forrestal had been one of those who felt that pain most acutely. Contrasting the operations of FDR’s White House with the British War Cabinet, Forrestal saw much to recommend in the latter. He became the foremost advocate of the NSC concept because he wanted to regularize presidential decision making, and hence constrain the chief executive, by establishing a formal, top-level group with which he would be obligated to meet regularly.




But Truman had his own ideas. Though he was a passionate supporter of unifying the military, he resisted creation of the NSC until the statutory language was toned down to make it clear that this would be an advisory, not a decision-making body. He also insisted that the title of its chief of staff be changed from the powerful-sounding “director” to the more reassuring “executive secretary,” perhaps to mollify Secretary of State George C. Marshall, who worried that with the president as its chair and senior cabinet officials as its members, the Council could “markedly diminish the responsibility of the Secretary of State.”




Once the Council was established, Truman moved to underscore his independence from it: after presiding over its inaugural session, “he did not attend a council meeting for another ten months,” though he encouraged it to meet without him. Truman also put Forrestal in his place. He rebuffed the new defense secretary’s bid to locate the Council staff in the Pentagon, and he ordered the secretary of state, not defense, to preside over it in his absence. He did, however, welcome the executive secretary of the NSC as an “enlargement of the Presidential staff,” choosing for the position Rear Admiral Sidney Souers, an experienced national security hand and St. Louis business executive. Souers defined his role as that of “a non-political confidant of the President,” who would “subordinate his personal views on policy to the task of coordinating [and] forego publicity and personal aggrandizement.” With Truman’s approval, Souers recruited a staff of civil servants who, Truman intended, “should serve as a continuing organization regardless of what administration was in power.”




The NSC got off to an active start, but its main role was to foster interagency cooperation on emerging policy issues rather than to address current presidential choices. For ongoing policy decisions, Truman relied heavily on his secretaries of state—first General Marshall, who he considered “the greatest living American,” and then Dean Acheson. And while Truman employed NSC meetings to help him manage the Korean War that followed the North’s invasion of the South in 1950, he did so by working with his chief cabinet advisers. James Lay, who succeeded Souers as executive secretary, was a competent careerist who sat at least two notches below them in the bureaucratic pecking order.




When Eisenhower became president, he upgraded the National Security Council. He decided that it needed to be managed by a presidential aide with senior rank, so he created, on top of Lay and the career staff, the position of special assistant to the president for national security affairs. Its first occupant, Robert (Bobby) Cutler, organized an elaborate interagency process featuring detailed policy papers covering essentially all significant national security issues. To review and debate these papers, the NSC met weekly—a total of 346 times during the eight years Ike was president—and he himself presided about 90 percent of the time. The aim, in the words of one close Eisenhower aide, was “to establish a fabric of policy that would reflect the security interests of the United States.” And Cutler lovingly described the NSC process as “policy hill,” with papers marching upward to the Council and decisions flowing downward for implementation. Under him and his successors, the NSC became a substantial institution, its several dozen career aides now reinforced by a five-person “special staff” tasked with providing independent analysis and review. At the very least, the Eisenhower NSC’s “process of coordinating, planning, discussing [and] educating” created, in the words of a senior staff member, “a network of relationships which constituted a national security community” within the U.S. government. (Eisenhower liked to quote the Prussian general Von Moltke’s aphorism that “plans are nothing, but planning is everything.”)




Even with this heightened visibility and activity, however, the NSC did not challenge the authority of the secretary of state. John Foster Dulles, who as a junior aide had watched his uncle, Secretary of State Robert Lansing, be humiliated by Woodrow Wilson and Colonel House at the Paris Peace Conference, combined assiduous cultivation of the president with fierce and relentless defense of the prerogatives of his office. And Eisenhower, the most organization-minded of all American presidents, believed in delegating authority to his cabinet members. So his administration, like Truman’s before, relied on the secretary of state to develop and implement the main lines of its foreign policy.




Beyond State and the NSC, Ike also had a third resource for foreign policy management: his staff secretary Andrew Goodpaster. The formal job was created in 1954 when Eisenhower lost his temper over mismanagement of White House paperwork—“Andy’s” initial task was to be sure it flowed smoothly, to the right people. But once Goodpaster solved that problem, he was available to do much more. Quietly and efficiently, he handled much of Eisenhower’s most critical national security and intelligence business. He sat in the West Wing, down the hall from the Oval Office. He organized and took notes for the president’s many informal meetings with senior advisers on international matters. He smoothed communications between Eisenhower and Dulles, and perhaps even more between the president and Dulles’s successor, Christian Herter. He watched over the sensitive U-2 surveillance aircraft flights that flew over the Soviet Union, and over the nascent Cuba operation that became Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs. He did not provide independent substantive advice, nor was his stature equal to that of Eisenhower’s formal national security assistants, Bobby Cutler and later Gordon Gray. But he played a key operational coordination role. And Eisenhower trusted him totally—he would remark that every man would want his son to be like Andy Goodpaster.




It was this day-to-day policy support, in fact, that John F. Kennedy and subsequent presidents would find essential. But Eisenhower and his people never publicized the Goodpaster role or the importance the president attached to it, choosing instead to highlight their formal NSC-based process. This invited, in turn, a withering attack from skeptics of the process, above all from the arguably partisan but intellectually credible reports of the Senate Subcommittee on National Policy Machinery, chaired by Senator Henry M. Jackson. Their negative take was buttressed by expert outsiders asking questions like, “Can We Entrust Defense to a Committee?” The general picture they painted was one of thick papers reviewed at long, sterile meetings, producing mushy compromise formulations for a passive president while John Foster Dulles ran the show.




Subsequent evidence has demonstrated that this picture was, at best, oversimplified. But as the historian Anna Kasten Nelson put it, Eisenhower and his NSC associates “unwittingly…supported the conclusions of their critics” by the way they responded to the system’s detractors. “The role of the council was so greatly overstated that its real usefulness as a policy mechanism was completely denigrated.” And, as two of the Eisenhower system’s staunchest defenders noted, “Eisenhower’s…procedures [for organized policy planning] did not outlast his terms in office.” In a December 1960 Oval Office meeting to discuss the presidential transition, Eisenhower urged Kennedy “to avoid any reorganization until he himself could become well acquainted with the problem.” Kennedy asked Eisenhower to postpone Goodpaster’s follow-on military assignment so that he could stay on for the new administration’s first month; but he had no intention of keeping the elaborate NSC machinery in place. He was determined to start anew.




 




The modern National Security Council dates back to that Eisenhower-Kennedy transition. Since then, presidents have given less priority to making the overall government function with maximum effectiveness, and more to having a White House staff that is loyal to them alone. Over time, the size of the president’s staff has gradually increased—and so has the distance between the president and the rest of the federal government. The action—the real locus of decision making—moved from the cabinet to the White House. This has sometimes brought greater presidential control over policy and execution, but it has also encouraged greater secrecy and threatened accountability. These dangers have been particularly acute at various points in our history of national security policymaking, notably in the 1970s, the mid-1980s, and since 9/11.




The process began in earnest with the Kennedy administration. There, for the first time, Americans could see in practice what General Marshall had warned against fourteen years earlier—the potential, inherent in the NSC, to “markedly diminish the responsibility of the Secretary of State.” But it came not from the Council per se, but from the staff position that Eisenhower had created, that of presidential assistant for national security affairs. Kennedy gave broad, day-to-day responsibility for coordinating foreign policy to a senior aide he had chosen personally for this position and would work with intimately. McGeorge Bundy was the first national security adviser to have an office in the West Wing. And he was the first to bring a coterie of men into the White House to serve as the president’s own national security staff.




Subsequent presidents followed this model, leaning heavily on a man (Condoleezza Rice was the lone woman) and staff that was responsible to them—and them alone. They were often very influential. In August 1990, for example, Brent Scowcroft was appalled by the initial NSC discussion of the Iraqi conquest of Kuwait. His colleagues had been concerned about rising oil prices and the impact on the U.S. economy, not about reversing aggression in the world’s most volatile region. Later that day, Scowcroft conveyed his distress to President George H. W. Bush. At the next day’s NSC meeting, he proposed to Bush, he would argue that the Iraqi invasion was intolerable and needed to be reversed—by force, if necessary. The president agreed. “This will not stand, this aggression against Kuwait,” the president subsequently declared. There ensued in six short months the assembling of an international coalition of 540,000 troops, which ousted Saddam Hussein’s forces. Scowcroft was the man who first made the case for this action to the president and his most senior officials. And in the months that followed he supported the president in the numerous actions, large and small, through which his administration implemented this initial August decision.




Not all national security advisers have had such influence, and few have played the role with Scowcroft’s deftness. Their relationships with successive presidents have varied, shaped by how each chief executive operated and what problems he confronted. Some presidents (Kennedy, Nixon, Carter, and Bush the elder) engaged deeply in policymaking; others (Reagan, early Clinton, and Bush the younger) were happy to leave the details to their subordinates. Some preferred regular and formal processes, while others worked better informally. Some advisers gave priority to running a good policy process (Bundy, Scowcroft, Stephen Hadley) and others were more focused on making and explaining policy (Henry Kissinger, Zbigniew Brzezinski, Rice). Some administrations have operated in wartime, when there was a clear focus in policy (Johnson, Bush the son); others came to office when priorities were less settled (Carter, Clinton). Each of these variables helped to shape the relationship between the president and his national security adviser, and the role and responsibility of the advisers and their staffs within the administration as a whole.




None of these advisers had held a top government position outside the White House prior to their appointment. The most prominent were distinguished academics, and most had significant foreign policy background. But their overriding qualification was that their president wanted them to do this job in his White House. Cabinet members might have to serve multiple constituencies—the advisers could concentrate on serving just one. Indeed, the fact that the president can choose pretty much whomever he wants to fill this post increases the odds that their relationship will prosper and that the national security adviser will come to wield enormous power. In every transition between presidencies, reporters speculate obsessively on who will be named to the cabinet, above all who will be chosen for its most senior position, that of secretary of state. But it is typically the adviser, not the secretary, who sits at the crossroads of policy.




America’s capacity for wise and effective foreign policy has come to depend on the capacity of the national security adviser not just to do what the president wants, but also to make the broader U.S. foreign policymaking system work. Never has this been more important than in today’s increasingly complex and interconnected world. The White House has become the locus of effective policymaking—both for foreign and national security matters and for economic and domestic policy—and all the more so as the distinctions between these disparate policy spheres have increasingly blurred. Presidents have come to rely on the national security adviser as their point person to integrate the many different policy dimensions—defense and diplomacy, international and homeland security—into a coherent whole. Indeed, though presidents have other senior aides for economics and the environment, they often rely on their national security advisers to coordinate these issues as well—because of the overlap with traditional security concerns and because presidents work more closely with, and hence have more trust in, this unique individual. And they expect the adviser to work with the many different agencies, departments, and interests that necessarily need to be involved in addressing these different policy issues. It’s an extraordinary set of responsibilities for one person to have.




The job exists because presidents want it to exist. And the person occupying it has power and influence over policy because the president wants him or her to have that power and influence. In the following chapters, we tell the story of how presidents from John F. Kennedy to George W. Bush have relied on their national security advisers to manage America’s engagements overseas. It’s a story about different personalities, their power and their principles, as they confront a complex and dangerous world. It’s a story of how chief executives, to enhance their own control over government, have empowered aides accountable to no one but themselves. It’s a story that begins with the Cold War confrontation with the Soviet Union, and continues to the problems of today, from combating terrorism to countering weapons proliferation to coping with the turmoil in the Middle East. It’s not a story about national security policy per se, but about how presidents and their aides have made that policy.




The primary focus is on the advisers themselves—the fifteen people who have held this position over the past forty-eight years. Their ambitions, operating styles, and policy views were critical in shaping America’s response to the Cold War and post–Cold War worlds. Even more important to their performance, however, were the presidents they worked for: how those presidents governed, what they wanted from their aides, their relationships with their national security advisers and the other senior members of their foreign policy teams. Therefore, this historical examination of how these national security assistants operated provides a rare window into the Oval Office—its occupants and the policies they pursued. And drawing upon that history, we conclude with suggestions of how future national security advisers might best assist their presidents—and the nation—that they serve.
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“You Can’t Beat Brains”










There’s this job in the White House as the president’s Special Assistant for National Security Affairs.” It was late December 1960, and the voice on the phone was that of John F. Kennedy. He was speaking to McGeorge Bundy, dean of the faculty at Harvard University. The president-elect was offering Bundy a job that would do much to shape his administration, and all those that followed. Neither man knew this at the time. But Kennedy wanted Bundy, and Bundy wanted a policy position in his administration. So he said yes, took a brief vacation in Antigua, and reported for duty the second week of January 1961.




After his narrow electoral victory over Richard M. Nixon, Eisenhower’s vice president, Kennedy had spent most of November and December sorting out appointments. He was particularly focused on foreign policy: that was what mattered to the nation, he believed, and that was what interested him (he had served four years on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee). He anguished for weeks over who to choose for secretary of state. Senior Democratic Party figures like Adlai Stevenson, party standard-bearer in 1952 and 1956, and Representative Chester Bowles, a leading foreign policy spokesman, could have won the job had they offered Kennedy full support at crucial stages in his campaign for the Democratic nomination. But they hadn’t, and now Kennedy saw them as likely to prove too independent. Other highly qualified candidates had different disqualifications. Senator J. William Fulbright, chairman of the Committee on Foreign Relations, had a negative record on civil rights. Former Defense Secretary Robert Lovett was unavailable for health reasons. Veteran diplomat David Bruce seemed past his prime. Bundy, just forty-one, looked too young when paired with a forty-three-year-old chief executive.




Kennedy resolved the problem in his typical ad hoc fashion. He made Bowles under secretary of state, the number two position. He appointed Stevenson to the position of U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations. Only then did he offer the secretaryship to the solid, likable Dean Rusk, president of the Rockefeller Foundation, who had served competently, if invisibly, as assistant secretary of state for the Far East under Truman and Acheson, and whom Kennedy first met a day before he gave Rusk the job. The contrast with Defense was telling. JFK quickly settled on the dynamic new president of the Ford Motor Company, Robert S. McNamara, to head the Pentagon. And he had no problem accepting McNamara’s condition that the defense secretary be free to name his own subordinates.




It was only after all his cabinet-level appointments had been made that Kennedy turned to Bundy, with whom he had been acquainted since their Boston childhood. Bundy was a liberal establishment Republican who had worked in Thomas E. Dewey’s 1948 presidential campaign and voted twice for Dwight D. Eisenhower. He had, however, gotten to know Kennedy through the senator’s service on Harvard’s Board of Overseers, had endorsed Kennedy over Nixon, and had helped organize academic advice for his campaign. Kennedy, in turn, was impressed with the dean’s virtuosity in running the university, and the strong endorsements from Walter Lippmann, the preeminent Washington columnist of the day, and JFK’s historian supporter, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. Bundy was the sort of bright, pragmatic man that Kennedy wanted in his administration—and with the White House national security job, he found a place to put him.




Kennedy and Bundy would end up revolutionizing White House foreign policymaking. They made three enduring changes. First, the special assistant to the president for national security affairs was made responsible for handling the chief executive’s day-to-day action agenda, including the most urgent foreign policy issues. In performing this role, he became an influential and oft-prominent player in decisions on current issues, on a par in importance (if not yet in rank) with the secretaries of state and defense. Second, the NSC staff was transformed from a planning operation, with slots filled by career civil servants, into an action arm of the presidency, with its members recruited to serve the current incumbent. And finally, Bundy and his staff created the Situation Room to give the White House a capacity to oversee and coordinate governmentwide foreign policy operations—those of the State Department, in particular—by monitoring communications to and from overseas posts.




No earlier president had had such strong, close-in foreign policy support. Few if any subsequent presidents would want to do without it. Thus was born the modern national security adviser.




 




But who was this McGeorge Bundy? Why did Kennedy turn to him? “Mac” Bundy was a product of the Boston aristocracy. His mother’s mother was a Lowell. (“And this is good old Boston; / The home of the bean and the cod; / Where the Lowells talk only to Cabots; / And the Cabots talk only to God.”) His father, Harvey Bundy, had been number one in his class at Harvard Law School and served as special assistant to Secretary of War Henry Stimson during World War II. Mac followed his enormously competent older brother Bill at Groton Academy, doing even better there, and then entered Yale as the first applicant ever to earn perfect scores on all three entrance exams. He excelled academically and engaged passionately in the debates of the day, a liberal internationalist denouncing the Munich agreement in his column in the Yale Daily News. Upon graduation with a major in mathematics, he was named a junior fellow at Harvard—a rare status allowing him to study anything he wanted, with any professor.




In fact, Bundy postponed going to Cambridge in order to serve in World War II: first as a civilian, then as a code-breaking naval aide to the ranking admiral at the Normandy invasion. (First rejected for poor vision, he secured entry into the officer corps by “memorizing the eye chart.”) Thereafter, his postwar time at Harvard as junior fellow, and then instructor, won him in 1951 a tenured appointment as an associate professor in government, even though he had never taken an undergraduate or graduate course in the field. Upon approving the department’s recommendation, university president James B. Conant remarked that something like this would never happen in chemistry, his own department.




Bundy’s public service commitment and centrist political orientation were reflected in his singular postwar achievement: co-authoring the memoirs of Stimson, the ultimate bipartisan statesman, who had been secretary of state for Herbert Hoover and twice secretary of war—to William Howard Taft before World War I and to Franklin Roosevelt during World War II. Then, after working for Dewey’s unsuccessful presidential campaign in 1948, Bundy made himself a visible defender of Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson, who was under virulent attack from the Republican right as an “appeaser,” by publishing an edited volume of his speeches under the title The Pattern of Responsibility.




Within four years of his appointment as a Harvard instructor, Bundy was given serious consideration to succeed Conant as president (sic transit gloria Bundy, quipped the classics scholar John Finley, when Nathan Pusey of Wisconsin got the job). In the summer of 1953, Pusey named Bundy to be dean of the faculty. In that position of intellectual and operational leadership, he flourished. The rap on Bundy was that he was too smart, bordering on arrogant, too quick with the put-down, not always willing to listen to those who couldn’t match his pungency of expression. But this was balanced by a fluidity of mind and lack of a strong ideology: “Gray is the color of truth,” he would later declare. The Harvard faculty loved him, and he brought new strength and breadth to its ranks. When he left for Washington in 1961, Pusey delayed appointment of his successor, thinking he might like to run the university himself for a while!




There was between Kennedy and Bundy a remarkable convergence of character and style that boded well for their working relationship. On the surface, to be sure, they seemed very different. One was a politician; the other an academic. Bundy, the Boston Brahmin, was “a confirmed but unconvinced Episcopalian.” Kennedy was an Irish Catholic, whose ancestors had formed the underclass in eastern Massachusetts; but his father Joe was an enormously successful (if unscrupulous) businessman, and he handed down to his sons money and high expectations. Both the president and his new assistant saw their advantages as something to build on, not rest with. Both were ambitious—even driven—smart, impatient, and easily bored. Both were intellectual but not doctrinaire. Both were doers. Both had lifetime commitments to public service. Both “delighted in the play of minds, not of emotions,” as the leading presidential scholar wrote retrospectively of JFK. Both were highly informal, and prone to speak in shorthand, preferring the quick word or phrase, preferably with a twist, to the long-windup, structured presentations that would come from a Chester Bowles. Both saw themselves as liberal, but also as pragmatic, skeptical.




Bundy came to Washington, however, with only a vague job description: his task was, in the president-elect’s words, “to strengthen and to simplify the operations of the National Security Council.” Kennedy had no detailed plans for organizing the White House or managing the government. Indeed, he had never run anything larger than the staff of his Senate office. He had, however, one overriding operating principle: not to be captured by any one source of information, or any one instrument for action. He therefore wanted to be free to deal with advisers as he liked—whoever, whenever, on whatever. And he knew what he didn’t want: elaborate, Eisenhower-type procedures that would constrain him and waste his time.




This personal preference for informality was consistent with the received organizational wisdom of the day. Senator Henry Jackson’s Subcommittee on National Policy Machinery had urged that the incoming president “deinstitutionalize” and “humanize” the NSC. Columbia professor Richard E. Neustadt had just published a path-breaking book, Presidential Power, arguing that the chief executive must actively maintain his power to decide, must make his aides serve him and not be encumbered by them. When engaged by Kennedy as transition adviser, Neustadt highlighted the role of Ike’s staff secretary, Brigadier General Andrew Goodpaster, who handled much of the president’s day-to-day foreign policy and intelligence business, and urged that the job of “special assistant for national security affairs be avoided by all means.” Bundy assumed the title, but not the planning role that had been central under Eisenhower and which the incoming administration quickly eliminated.




It wasn’t clear, in the beginning, just how influential Bundy would become within the administration. By the time of his appointment, other Kennedy assistants had gobbled up all the decent White House offices, so he began work not there but in the Executive Office Building next door. He didn’t get to choose his first deputy, MIT economics professor Walt Whitman Rostow (Kennedy owed Rostow a position, and Rusk had resisted his placement at State). A glitch in transition planning meant that Bundy did not even initially take on the crucial role of briefing the president on each day’s new intelligence—a role most of his successors would take for granted. And he was far from the sole channel for presidential foreign policymaking. Kennedy had very little organizational discipline: if he had a question, he would reach out to anyone who might supply the answer. Thus he famously telephoned the startled State Department desk officer for the tiny Southeast Asian nation of Laos, whose government was at risk from Communist rebels, to ask him about recent developments there. Within the White House there were other men who engaged with the president on foreign policy: Ralph Dungan, Richard Goodwin, and Arthur Schlesinger all got themselves involved in Latin America issues, for example.




An early Bundy priority was process and personnel. One of his first tasks was to carry out the Jackson-Neustadt recommendation and dismantle the formal Eisenhower policymaking system. The frequency of National Security Council meetings dropped from once a week under Eisenhower to fifteen in Kennedy’s first nine months. The interagency Operations Coordinating Board (Ike’s vehicle for policy implementation) was abolished, as were dozens of other interagency committees. Members of the career NSC staff were encouraged to find other government employment. In their place, Bundy gradually brought on board a small number of aggressive action intellectuals committed specifically to the Kennedy administration. First to join was Robert Komer, who Mac’s brother Bill had recommended as the best operator in the analytic wing of the Central Intelligence Agency. Three months later came Carl Kaysen, a Harvard political economist, who was lured with a Mac Bundy phone call: “Come on down, we’re having a lot of fun.”




 




The new administration was a curious blend of pessimism about the situation its members had inherited and confidence about their capacity to cope with it. Kennedy’s first State of the Union address to Congress, delivered on January 30, 1961, painted the current plight of the United States in extraordinarily bleak terms:








No man entering this office…could fail to be staggered upon learning—even in this brief 10-day period—the harsh enormity of the trials through which we must pass in the next 4 years. Each day the crises multiply. Each day their solution grows more difficult. Each day we draw nearer the hour of maximum danger, as weapons spread and hostile forces grow stronger.







There followed a detailed description of specific challenges across the globe; the military, economic, political, and diplomatic steps with which the president proposed to respond; and a foreboding conclusion: “There will be further setbacks before the tide is turned. But turn it we must.”




Yet the administration conveyed also a message of vigor and hope. Its members saw themselves as a new generation, confronting a “new frontier.” In its opening weeks, their dynamism overshadowed their disorganization. The president’s public approval ratings were strong. McNamara, his new defense secretary, was moving actively and visibly to take charge at the Pentagon. In his revealing if hagiographic chronicle of the Kennedy presidency, in-house historian Schlesinger entitled his chapter about these weeks “The Hour of Euphoria”:








The currents of vitality radiated out of the White House, flowed through the government and created a sense of vast possibility…. The Presidency was suddenly the center of action: in the first three months, thirty-nine messages and letters to Congress calling for legislation, ten prominent foreign visitors…nine press conferences…and such dramatic beginnings as the Alliance for Progress and the Peace Corps…. Euphoria reigned; we thought for a moment that the world was plastic and the future unlimited.







The open, informal, fluid policymaking of the early Kennedy administration suited the president to a T, and the ever flexible Bundy was comfortable with it as well. McNamara operated smoothly within it, taking the initiative, dealing with JFK—and with Bundy—in the direct, positive, action-oriented manner that they valued. Thus, they had little incentive to reach below him.




Secretary of State Rusk, by contrast, was most uncomfortable with it, thinking it inappropriate for a person of his rank to argue policy in large meetings with staff aides, or to handle matters ad hoc with Kennedy or Bundy over the telephone. Kennedy respected Rusk and often valued his advice, but he was frustrated by the secretary’s seeming passivity. This reticence had the effect of encouraging JFK and Bundy to work around Rusk, the very practice the secretary so resented. When Rusk brought in Acheson’s former aide Lucius Battle as executive secretary, his chief operational aide, he told him on his first day: “For God’s sake try to get the White House under control. They are all over this building, at every level.”




Unfortunately, open and loosely structured policy processes can backfire on a president. For such a process can be exploited by subordinates with their own strong agendas, as they choose how issues are framed and what facts are presented. This is precisely what came about—with a vengeance. In February and March 1961, advocates of action against the radical-turned-Communist Fidel Castro in Cuba pressed their plan to deploy a Cuban exile force to overthrow him. CIA director Allen Dulles and his deputy, Richard Bissell, were in charge of the plan and determined to move it forward. And if Dulles was an aging if legendary holdover from the prior administration, Bissell was an aggressive action intellectual, admired by many on the Kennedy team; he had, in fact, taught both Bundy and Rostow economics at Yale. The new president seems to have considered Bissell to be Dulles’s logical successor as director of central intelligence.




Castro’s forces had overthrown the unpopular dictator, Fulgencio Batista, marching triumphantly into Havana on New Year’s Day, 1959. The initial U.S. response to his revolution was cautiously positive, but it quickly turned negative as Castro staged public executions of former Batista officials, nationalized property owned by U.S. nationals, and began to work with Communists at home and abroad. In March 1960, Eisenhower secretly approved a CIA recommendation to train a force of anti-Castro Cuban exiles for possible future use. And in a memorable exchange with Vice President Nixon in the fourth and last of their history-making presidential debates, Kennedy (not knowing of this activity) urged support of such a rebel group, while Nixon (privy to and supportive of the CIA program) felt compelled to denounce the idea as “dangerously irresponsible.” Kennedy was also squeezed by his predecessor. Eisenhower had stressed to Goodpaster, his national security aide, that he had only approved planning for a raid, not its execution. But he recommended to Kennedy, in their personal meeting the day before his inauguration, that the CIA’s training of anti-Castro forces at a secret camp in Guatemala “be continued and accelerated.”




Kennedy was innately skeptical of ventures such as that proposed for Cuba, and Bundy, in keeping with his own intellectual bent and operating style, fueled that skepticism through the month of February. Gradually, however, both men became convinced that some sort of invasion had to go forward, and that it had a fighting chance of success without overt U.S. involvement. They edged into this conclusion, driven importantly by the messiness and political humiliation that would result from disbanding the Cuban force (which would presumably go public then with cries of betrayal). But while the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) gave the plan pro forma approval after the president asked them to review it, neither Kennedy nor Bundy demanded a thorough, serious analysis of whether it was militarily feasible, and whether it was likely to trigger the sort of strong anti-Castro action within Cuba upon which its success would ultimately depend. Nor did Bundy or his staff ask hard questions about specific details of the proposed operation. In meetings with Kennedy, Dulles and Bissell were able to dominate the discussion. At the same time, Kennedy’s determination to mask U.S. involvement led to changes that further reduced the plan’s already very dubious prospects.




What resulted was one of history’s few pure failures. Upward of 1,000 hapless Cubans went ashore at the Bay of Pigs on a mid-April morning and were quickly surrounded by perhaps fifteen times as many troops and militia loyal to Fidel Castro. As Dean Acheson later remarked to his son-in-law Bill Bundy, it didn’t take “Price-Waterhouse to discover that 1,500 Cubans weren’t as good as 25,000 Cubans.” The jig was up within a day.




 




The failure had multiple impacts on the young administration. It fueled a personal distrust of military advice that persisted through Kennedy’s presidency. It triggered a wild, multifaceted, and futile covert campaign to “get” Fidel Castro by one means or another, with the president’s brother, Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, playing a lead role. On the positive side, it led to a far better, more structured decision process when Kennedy faced a far graver challenge in the Cuban missile crisis eighteen months later. Most durably, it reinforced the president’s national security adviser, and led to new procedures and capabilities that buttressed his role.




In the immediate aftermath, all the Kennedy people were stunned. Neustadt remarked ruefully that in dismantling the old administration’s policymaking system, “We aimed at Eisenhower and hit Kennedy.” Bundy’s reputation suffered along with the rest. He offered his resignation (“You know that I wish I had served you better in the Cuban episode…. If my departure can assist you in any way, I hope you will send me off”). The president felt he had relied too much on “experts” and too little on persons whose judgment and loyalty he trusted, like his brother Bobby and his longtime policy adviser Ted Sorensen. He took full public responsibility; partly for this reason and partly due to the tendency of Americans to rally round their president in times of crisis, a Gallup Poll of early May found that a remarkable 82 percent of the public approved of Kennedy. “It’s just like Eisenhower,” Kennedy remarked with his typical sardonic humor. “The worse I do, the more popular I get.”




One immediate step the president took was to buttress his capacity to deal with the generals and admirals. As he told one adviser, “Mac’s okay for foreign affairs, but I have to have someone who knows these military people.” He brought into the White House General Maxwell Taylor, Army chief of staff under Eisenhower, who had resigned in protest against what he saw as inadequate attention to building up conventional military forces and had published a critical book in 1960 entitled The Uncertain Trumpet. Kennedy made Taylor a personal adviser, had him chair the “special group” overseeing covert intelligence operations in place of Bundy, and charged him, together with Robert Kennedy, with leading an informal commission of inquiry to investigate the Bay of Pigs fiasco. In the fall of 1962, he would move the general back to the Pentagon to serve as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.




At the same time, it was clear that Kennedy needed a senior aide responsible for pulling together all the strings of foreign policy information and action. Given the intensity of the president’s foreign policy engagement, and the reticence of Secretary of State Rusk, this person had to be in the White House. Bundy was the obvious choice. But to meet the increasing demands of his job, he needed to be closer to the president. So, one day shortly after the fiasco, Bundy went to Bromley K. Smith, the most senior management official remaining from the old Council staff, and said, “Come on with me. We’re going across the street.” Smith, who had had little direct contact with Bundy since the inauguration, thought he was being summoned to a White House meeting. He soon learned that they were moving Bundy’s office to the basement of the West Wing.




As Bundy explained it later, the move was a product of short-term necessity, not long-term planning. The frequency of his presidential business had multiplied, so he needed to be one minute’s walk away from the Oval Office. “I moved to the basement because that was the only space available at the time.” At first, he displaced the White House records office. But later he needed more space. “We are currently extremely crowded,” Bundy wrote Kenneth O’Donnell, the senior Kennedy aide responsible for such matters. “Come and see. (The President called it a pig-pen, and my pride is hurt.)” After explaining why support of the president, management of communications, and other urgent needs required that more of his immediate staff be housed in the White House proper, Bundy offered the clincher:








In the olden days of Eisenhower, the NSC people all stayed on the other side—but I just can’t do my job from over there—and so most of this trouble follows naturally on. It all comes from having a President who has taken charge of foreign affairs.




So we need the space—and I can promise you we’ll be crowded even after we get it.







“Nothing propinks like propinquity!” declared George W. Ball, senior State Department official under Kennedy and Johnson, pointing to the importance of physical proximity in cementing working relationships. Once in the White House, Bundy could respond immediately to his president; because he responded effectively, Kennedy kept going back to him. With his West Wing office, and the mandate to connect the chief executive to his aides across the range of national security issues, Bundy became the first senior, full-fledged, presidential foreign policy assistant.






 




Once in the White House proper, Bundy moved quickly to establish a communications center—to ensure that the president could have the information he needed, and to provide himself and his staff with the capacity to oversee and coordinate agency actions. To do this, he relied heavily on the man he had brought with him “across the street.”




Bromley Smith was a career civil servant who had risen, in the formal Eisenhower system, to the chief staff position at the Operations Coordinating Board. Its abolition left him without obvious responsibilities, and he had busied himself initially with finding government positions for the dozens of NSC staff people that Kennedy’s organizational cleansing had left redundant. He was known as a consummate and extraordinarily discreet bureaucrat, but before the Bay of Pigs fiasco he had done little for the new administration and had no real sense of what his fate would be in the new regime.




Now, suddenly, Bundy needed a man who knew government and day-to-day management processes. Bromley Smith was there and available, so Bundy used him. He later gave Smith the statutory post of executive secretary of the National Security Council, saying that if he (Bundy) didn’t fill it, someone else would, and he’d get somebody he didn’t like. But neither man could wait for such formalities in the spring of 1961. The president needed support “now.” He was a voracious reader. He wanted “raw stuff,” direct communications, as well as summaries from his staff.




So Smith used the resources at hand. He found, in the White House bomb shelter, teletype machines belonging to the military services that were apparently intended for emergency communications but went largely unused. One man with authority over them was Ted Clifton, military aide to the president, who had (through an organizational glitch) been given the role of intelligence conduit to Kennedy at the outset of the administration. Smith worked with Clifton to set up the machines so they would receive cable traffic between the State Department and overseas embassies.




Smith and his associates also needed a place where large numbers of cables could be sorted and sent quickly to the appropriate staff member. They found one in an area the U.S. Navy had controlled ever since World War II, when FDR had set up a Map Room to follow the progress of U.S. troops in the Atlantic and Pacific theaters. With the indispensable help of naval aide Tazwell Shepherd (and the budget resources he controlled), this became the Situation Room. Now, at least potentially, the president and the national security staff could get their information in real time, in raw form, just as the departments and agencies did.




They needed, of course, to work closely with State and other departments to make the system function. Fortunately, Secretary Rusk did not challenge the system, so Bundy was spared a confrontation over its establishment. There was widespread concern that the president and his staff might use it, intentionally or not, to “oneup” or embarrass the departments—if, for example, Kennedy phoned Rusk about a specific document that the secretary of state was not yet aware of. The staff sought to prevent this through close communication between Smith and Rusk’s executive secretary—they would inform State about specific documents the president had, so that Rusk could read them before he was asked. More generally, they sold the system to the State Department with the argument that it would help regularize communications between the department and the presidency.




A bigger concern, from the White House vantage point, was how to be sure the NSC got the important cables without being deluged with routine communications. Michael Forrestal, who joined the staff in January 1962, recalled a time when—after learning about a JCS cable to Saigon, Vietnam, that was contrary to what the president wanted—he told Smith that he needed to get all the relevant traffic, and within a day documents were pouring out all over the floor. Eventually, Smith recalled, they found a workable solution: all cables labeled “priority” or higher would be copied to the White House. This got them almost all the really important messages—but, of course, a good number of unimportant ones as well. Still, what is impressive is how quickly the basic system was put together in the wake of the April Bay of Pigs debacle. By June 22, 1961, Bundy could report that “the White House now has sure and rapid access to all important messages, and they all come in to one place…. This puts Mr. Kennedy and his people where none of his predecessors have been. It is the cable and dispatch traffic, above and beyond anything else, that gives the immediate flavor of the daily world and shows the President and his people where to look further and where to intervene.”




Staff aides used the system not in isolation, but in conjunction with other means of getting information from departments and agencies. A key task was knowing what “the state of play” was on the issue at hand—who was pushing what, which players were effectively engaged, broad patterns of interagency conflict and cooperation. By playing the highly useful role of White House connection for officials much further removed from the center of power, aides could get information early, a look at cables before they were sent out, early warning of problems and issues likely to emerge. And coordination with State was enhanced with the department’s parallel establishment of a twenty-four-hour-a-day Operations Center.




 




By summer 1961, Bundy’s substantive staff numbered eight people. The senior members were his deputy Walt Rostow, Robert Komer, Bromley Smith, Carl Kaysen, and Robert H. Johnson, a holdover from the career NSC who was invited to remain and who covered East Asia. It included one in-house radical, the young Marcus Raskin, who tried to make disarmament a viable option and would frequently cross intellectual swords with his boss at the end of the day. In his June 22 report to Kennedy, Bundy declared that “the President’s staff is at present about two-thirds of the way toward a sound and durable organization for his work in international affairs.” But it was very much a work in progress. Bundy the terse pragmatist never meshed well with Rostow the wordy ideologue. Komer was only beginning to play an effective role. Johnson, uncomfortable with the bang-bang style of Kennedy White House discourse, would move to the State Department policy planning staff the following January. And other presidential aides continued to cause problems. In June, the State Department (regularly dubbed “unresponsive” by the Kennedy folk) drafted a high-priority statement concerning Berlin and sent it promptly to the White House for review, only to have it end up “in the safe of Ralph Dungan,” one of Kennedy’s special assistants, who “then went off on a two-week holiday.”




More important than the staff’s growing pains was the uneven overall performance of Kennedy’s foreign policy team. Presidential foreign policymaking was now centered on Bundy, but Kennedy still wanted—and got—inputs from a broad range of officials across the government. The president’s “plain sense of the matter,” Bundy’s same memo records, was “that the White House must be the center of both final authority and initiatives, but that the great roles of the State and Defense Secretaries must never be undermined.”




Kennedy was pleased with McNamara and the aggressive team of senior civilians he had recruited for the Pentagon. Roswell Gilpatric, under secretary of the Air Force under Truman, was tapped for the key deputy slot. And to get an analytic grasp on the complex choices among weapons systems, McNamara named Charles Hitch from the RAND Corporation as comptroller. Hitch brought along a group of RAND analysts, including Alain Enthoven, and, later, Les Aspin—who were soon dubbed McNamara’s “whiz kids.” Paul Nitze, Dean Acheson’s planning staff director, was put in charge of international security affairs. Together, this team helped McNamara mount the most serious effort yet to subordinate the Pentagon to presidential purposes. Though the military resented what it saw as heavy-handed intrusion, Kennedy was delighted.




But he was frustrated with State. As early as February 1961, before the Bay of Pigs fiasco, Bundy was suggesting that with “the developing pattern of responsibility in the Department of State,” the president should move Richard Bissell from the CIA to a top position at Foggy Bottom, where he could play the role of senior “operating executive officer” and energize the department. Six months later, Kennedy’s continuing dissatisfaction was illustrated by his request that Rusk “prepare a memorandum on the present assignment of responsibility within the Department of State.” Rusk’s deliberative style was at loggerheads with the Kennedy-Bundy modus operandi. His deputy, Chester Bowles, clashed with the president stylistically and, to some degree, substantively. Bowles had a rare nose for talent, and had been responsible for bringing a number of strong players onto the Kennedy team, such as Ambassador to Japan Edwin O. Reischauer. But he wore his values on his sleeve and spoke in long paragraphs. He had opposed the Bay of Pigs operation and urged thereafter a live-and-let-live attitude toward Castro that struck senior administration officials—Robert Kennedy, in particular—as far too soft. And he was not proving effective as a State Department manager. Bundy privately expressed to friends the view that a shake-up at State was necessary and, since firing the secretary would be too bald an admission of initial presidential misjudgment, Bowles would have to go. An initial summer move to make him a roving ambassador was staved off when Bowles’s numerous friends flew to his defense. But his days as under secretary were clearly numbered.




Meanwhile, there was in the department a man who was exceeding expectations: the sixty-nine-year-old former governor of New York, W. Averell Harriman. In recognition of his distinguished past service (including ambassador to the Soviet Union under Roosevelt and Truman), Kennedy had made him the State Department’s ambassador-at-large, on the condition that he would obtain and use a hearing aid. Harriman seized upon this seemingly token opportunity and soon took over international negotiations for compromise settlement of the war in Laos. Frustrated by the bloated size of the U.S. delegation to the Geneva talks, and the fact that many of the most senior people opposed the stated goal of neutralization for Laos, he informed the State Department that he wanted an effective but relatively junior officer, William Sullivan, to serve as his deputy. Told that this was impossible given the number of those in the delegation who outranked Sullivan, Harriman solved the problem by having them all reassigned! He then proceeded to make unexpected progress in the negotiations. Thus he enhanced his legendary reputation as a ruthless bureaucratic infighter (“The Crocodile”), and signaled his availability for advancement in the New Frontier.




Overall, however, Kennedy’s foreign policy was under enormous pressure in the second half of 1961. The president had been shaken by a June confrontation with Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev in Vienna, where his Cold War adversary had repeated threats to “normalize” the status of Germany, which would put into question the status of the pro-Western enclave of West Berlin, located in the heart of Communist East Germany. Kennedy saw his counterpart’s blustering posture as reflecting a sense, engendered by the Bay of Pigs, that he was weak. Partly for this reason, Kennedy buttressed U.S. troop strength in Vietnam, and ordered “a rapid build-up of combat troops in Central Europe” in July. When the East German government erected the Berlin Wall the following month to stem the flood of refugees from east to west, the president responded by sending a contingent of 1,500 American troops down the Autobahn to reassert Western transit rights. In retrospect, the wall was clearly a defensive measure, but many saw it otherwise at the time, and Kennedy was under pressure to mount a vigorous response. Overall, the political climate strongly favored foreign policy “hawks.” Both Kennedy and Bundy responded to their pressure, resisting suggestions from Lippmann and others that the time was ripe for a broad German settlement involving substantial Western concessions, though they also resisted more confrontational measures recommended by former Secretary of State Dean Acheson.




But Kennedy remained discouraged about the State Department, and in late November he carried out a substantial reshuffle there, one that the press immediately dubbed “The Thanksgiving Day Massacre.” Bowles was removed as the number two man, and given the long but essentially meaningless title of Kennedy’s special representative and adviser for Asian, African, and Latin-American affairs. The more operationally oriented George W. Ball was promoted from the number three spot into the deputy role he had in fact been playing for Kennedy and Rusk since the summer. Rostow was moved from his post as deputy national security adviser (where he hadn’t worked well with Kennedy or Bundy) to head policy planning at State. And Harriman was named assistant secretary of state for East Asian affairs. It was a better, more congenial team. Yet Kennedy remained unhappy with the department. Indeed, in late 1962 he told his close aide Kenneth O’Donnell that he wanted to energize State by moving Bundy to the number two position there, with White House counsel Ted Sorensen assuming the national security adviser role. (O’Donnell responded that this would be “a disaster,” because Sorensen had been a conscientious objector to military service and could not therefore argue credibly for the use of force. No more was heard of the idea: indeed, Sorensen did not learn of it until decades later, when he began to work on his memoirs.)




 




After the reshuffle at State the Bundy staff broadened its senior ranks, but in a nonhierarchical manner that was consistent with Kennedy’s informality and Bundy’s comfort in coexisting with strong NSC peers. Carl Kaysen was named deputy, enhancing his already significant role. In January 1962, Michael Forrestal joined the staff. And near the end of that year, Robert Komer became one of the small number of people with direct access to Kennedy.




The recruitment of Forrestal was vintage Kennedy: it built on a personal relationship and responded to a specific need. He was a New York lawyer, son of the legendary James Forrestal, the first secretary of defense. He knew both Kennedy and Harriman socially. During the transition, Kennedy had asked to speak to him privately at a reception: the attorney was somewhat deflated to learn that the president-elect’s primary purpose was to secure his help in getting Averell to wear a hearing aid. But JFK also inquired about his availability, and Forrestal responded that he couldn’t move then as he’d just been made a partner in his law firm—perhaps in a year. By that time, Harriman had been given State’s East Asia portfolio, and there was a need for someone in the White House to work with him. So Kennedy phoned Forrestal, saying he remembered his statement about his availability, and he really needed him now. Bundy followed this up by bringing Forrestal down to Washington. When Forrestal asked what his job might be, Bundy took him to Kennedy and left the two together. The president said he really needed help on issues related to the Far East; the young lawyer replied, “I don’t know it at all.” Kennedy said that wasn’t his problem, he had “too many experts.” He wanted someone with an objective mind, who could learn quickly and who could also be his ambassador to Averell Harriman.




Forrestal was hired as a senior Bundy subordinate. But Bundy made it clear that, on important matters, he should deal directly with the president. Forrestal then learned about the two doors to the Oval Office. One was jealously guarded by Kenneth O’Donnell, protector of the president’s time. The second was watched much more loosely by Evelyn Lincoln, Kennedy’s personal secretary, who maintained a working list of people the president was willing to talk to one-on-one. If he had a piece of serious presidential business, he could come over, check who was talking to Kennedy, wait until that person left, and she would say, “Go on in.”




Kennedy liked to deal directly with a range of people, specifically including second-tier staff aides, provided he found them useful and knew where they were coming from, what “made them tick.” More surprising, perhaps, Bundy encouraged this—though he did ask that they keep him informed. Later in 1962, after a September revolution overthrew the royal government in the Persian Gulf nation of Yemen, Kennedy would ask Bundy for updates. Bundy would reply, “Don’t ask me, ask Komer. Remember, he’s that Harvard classmate of yours who was a dozen years with the agency [CIA].” But Kennedy hadn’t yet connected to Komer and didn’t follow up.




Then, one day, Komer got a call from Mrs. Lincoln saying that the president had a phone call with British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan scheduled for that evening: the main topic was Germany, but the question of recognition of the Yemeni republicans was likely to come up and JFK would like him in the room. When Komer arrived that evening, the president was alone. The phone rang. Kennedy and Macmillan resolved the German issue in five minutes, and then turned to Yemen. Kennedy made, cogently, the argument in favor of recognition that Komer had provided through Bundy—and then, after listening to his counterpart’s concerns, he made it again. When Macmillan repeated his objections, Kennedy said: “I’ve got my expert here, and he knows a lot more about Yemen than I do, so let him explain it to you.” He handed the phone to Komer, who repeated the president’s words and then responded to Macmillan’s specific questions. Finally, the prime minister conceded: he could “live with what he [Kennedy] wants if we handle it in a careful way.”




The next morning, Komer found a pile of notes on his desk from Bundy, who asked him to “tell me the story,” for Bundy had gotten a call that evening from the president asking, “Who is this guy, Komer? He really cleaned up on the prime minister!” After Komer responded, Bundy declared, “The president has now focused on you. He will now go directly to you rather than through me. Feel free to deal directly with him; but when there’s time, please send your memos through me so that I can initial them and he’ll know that we’re connecting.”




For a time Komer would become, in the words of one authority, “the dominant influence on American policy toward the Middle East.” Forrestal became a persistent “soft hawk” on Vietnam, favoring aggressive pursuit of nonmilitary measures: his policy role became so important that the historian Andrew Preston devotes a full chapter to it in his recent book about Bundy, the NSC, and Vietnam. And Carl Kaysen “had a finger in almost every pie that was being cooked over the three years of the Kennedy administration,” as he recalled decades later.








I turned out to be the economics person on the NSC staff, although that was not what I was recruited for nor was it Bundy’s idea to have an economics person….




The first two things I did were, one, write a civil defense program, two, start liberating Okinawa, from the Americans that is. But partly because I was a professor of economics at Harvard and partly because of personal relationships, and I stress this, I fell into dealing with the economic problems….




There was no sense at that time that there was a bundle of problems called international economic policy.









Kaysen noted that although there were jurisdictional lines between Bundy’s national security aides, they were loose and fluid. People were brought on as needed and as the budget allowed. Bundy was clearly primus inter pares, and more. But as Komer described it in 1964, “Kennedy made very clear we were his men, we operated for him, we had direct contact with him. This gave us the power to command the kind of results that he wanted—a fascinating exercise in a presidential staff technique, which, insofar as I know, has been unique in the history of the Presidency.” The press came to call the staff the “Little State Department.”




Bundy liked others to handle issues like Vietnam or economics or Yemen, because it broadened service to the president, relieved some of the enormous daily pressure on him, and helped him to keep focused on what he saw as central—above all, Europe and the Soviet Union. There were also tasks that he could not delegate, such as chairing the administration’s “special group” on covert intelligence operations, a responsibility he regained after Taylor’s move to the Pentagon. This was a matter on which Congress gave administrations wide leeway from the 1940s through the early 1970s. The Kennedy administration exploited this leeway, as had its predecessor.




Most of all, however, Bundy worked the issues that preoccupied Kennedy. This included providing documents and information to feed the voracious presidential appetite for relevant reading material. The “Week End Papers for Hyannis Port,” dispatched on September 8, 1961, for example, contained ten items, including “the Berlin negotiating papers presented by the Secretary of State on Friday morning”; “a report from General Taylor on the disagreement about intelligence on nuclear testing”; an “important paper from Henry Kissinger” arguing “against the call-up of reserves” being considered to show strength concerning Berlin; and “a release from Senator Jackson of a letter which I wrote him about the process and use of the NSC,” in which Bundy “tried to leave your hands as free as possible.” A “Week End Reading” package dispatched two years later included “A fascinating but somewhat implausible account of [Chancellor Adenauer’s] tergiversation on the test ban treaty”; the “latest Gallup Poll on the Conservatives” in Britain; a “private cable from Bowles”; “Joseph Alsop’s views on Diem and Nhu”; and an “interesting memorandum on our relative economic leverage with South Africa.” Bundy thus conveyed to the president both a range of others’ analyses and views and his own acerbic take on them—all this to Kennedy’s enormous satisfaction. “I only hope he leaves a few residual functions to me,” JFK quipped to his longtime friend, Newsweek bureau chief Ben Bradlee. “You can’t beat brains.”




 




Kennedy and Bundy faced their greatest test in October 1962, triggered on the day when, as Bundy wrote twenty-six years later, “photoanalysts in Washington concluded firmly that the Soviet Union was installing in Cuba nuclear missiles that could reach the United States.” Kennedy had declared the previous month that should such an “offensive” deployment take place, “the gravest issues would arise.” Bundy had urged him to make just such a statement, in order to justify administration acquiescence in lesser Soviet deployments on the island (such as weapons for coastal defense). Bundy, like most of his colleagues, was convinced that Khrushchev would never deploy missiles with nuclear warheads in Cuba. When the Soviet leader did so, Kennedy felt he had to take strong action—yet a military response posed a real risk of triggering escalation to nuclear war.




The U.S. response began with a decision reflecting Bundy’s self-confidence, operational sense, and strong presidential mandate: he opted not to tell Kennedy when he (Bundy) learned about the deployment on the evening of October 15, but instead to wait until the following morning, when Kennedy would be able to see the evidence. “I decided,” he later wrote the president, “that a quiet evening and a night of sleep were the best preparation you could have in the light of what would face you in the next days.”




Policy was then shaped in a series of long, daily meetings involving the president and his senior advisers, beginning on Tuesday, October 16, and continuing until Sunday, October 28, when Khrushchev sent a public message to Kennedy promising to remove the missiles in return for a commitment not to invade Cuba. Two early decisions guided the initial debate: that the United States had to act (a protest was not enough) and force removal of the missiles; and that the discovery of the missiles had to be kept secret until the president was ready to announce his response. A third implicit decision was revealed by Kennedy’s persistent leaning against any response that risked triggering a nuclear war.




The secrecy held, even though no fewer than thirty-three officials were involved in these deliberations, and fifteen policy officials attended all or almost all of the crisis meetings. The group became known as “Ex Comm,” for the Executive Committee of the National Security Council, established officially on October 22, and that label is typically applied to all of the Cuban missile crisis meetings. Bundy’s role has been the subject of substantial controversy. Given the range of players, the enormous stakes, and the intense involvement of Bobby Kennedy, Bundy could not manage the process directly in the way he did for lesser issues. Instead, he worked within it to ensure that Kennedy heard the broadest range of views, and that no option was prematurely rejected. Within two days, the options with serious support had narrowed down to two: an air strike to destroy the missiles before they became operational; and a blockade (soon relabeled a “quarantine”) to prevent further material from reaching the island, and to signal American seriousness and readiness to go further.




Bundy found neither very satisfactory, and between Thursday evening and Friday morning, the 18th and 19th, he seemed to endorse, sequentially, three separate positions: a low-key diplomatic response (which no one supported); the quarantine; and a surprise air strike. He then stuck with the last, believing that both of the serious options needed refinement by people the president trusted, and knowing that McNamara, Sorensen, and Robert Kennedy were all backers of the quarantine. Bundy served as “straw boss” of the group working on that air strike option, which he and General Taylor presented to the president on Saturday afternoon. By then, JFK had pretty much decided on the quarantine as a first step. Both Robert Kennedy and Sorensen expressed unhappiness with Bundy’s behavior: the former thought he “did some strange flipflops”; the latter would recall it as “not one of Bundy’s best weeks.” But the president wanted the air strike option kept open—because he had doubts the blockade would work, and perhaps also because he wanted the military to believe that their preferred course of action was receiving full consideration. “I almost deliberately stayed in the minority,” Bundy recalled later. “I felt that it was very important to keep the President’s choices open.”




Ernest May and Philip Zelikow, after years of listening to and summarizing tape recordings of Ex Comm sessions, found Bundy “unsettled during the first week about what to do, offering many questions but fewer answers,” but becoming “stronger and more focused as the crisis develops.” Such behavior, they do not add, was however fully consistent with the role of protecting the president’s choices. (Of course, few officials stuck with one option throughout the extraordinarily lengthy, sophisticated, and intense discussion. The attorney general’s condemnation of a sudden air strike as a “Pearl Harbor” would make him remembered as a constant advocate of the quarantine. “But there is no evidence that Robert Kennedy knew which option he favored from the start,” and the final Ex Comm choice that his brother adopted included the threat of an air strike should the blockade prove insufficient.)




Bundy played additional critical staff roles during the crisis. As David Hall notes, he “encouraged others to be completely uninhibited in their views,” ensured that those outside the Ex Comm—Lovett, Acheson, and McCloy—“were fully conversant with all relevant information,” did the same for the CIA’s Soviet experts, prepared “the checklist of topics to be taken up at each Ex Comm session,” and even took time to console one second-tier participant, State Department intelligence director Roger Hilsman, whom Kennedy had given “a tongue lashing” for allowing the leak of sensitive information.




The entire Ex Comm process has been widely heralded as an example of collegial decision making at its best. The president encouraged his advisers to argue and analyze their way to a consensus on what his choices were, and to present them to him, warts and all. Bundy worked in multiple ways to facilitate this exemplary process. But not all the relevant players were consistently at the table. Astonishing in retrospect is the limited participation of the uniformed military, as the president, in Bundy’s words, “kept all of [the Joint Chiefs] but Max Taylor at a distance from ExComm.” Kennedy, though, did meet with the chiefs, separately and at a formal NSC session, and their pro-invasion views were conveyed regularly and forcefully in person and through the chairman, General Taylor.




Moreover, in the harrowing final days between Kennedy’s speech on the evening of Monday, October 22, announcing the blockade and Khrushchev’s Sunday morning, October 28, promise to withdraw the missiles, Kennedy went outside the group’s parameters, substantively and procedurally, to minimize the danger of nuclear war. The United States had nuclear-armed missiles deployed in Turkey, a NATO ally, that neither Kennedy nor Eisenhower had wanted or thought America needed. Ex Comm members had agreed, though, that to offer to trade them for the missiles in Cuba would show weakness and undermine NATO. On the final Saturday, however, Kennedy spoke persistently in the Ex Comm discussion of how he could hardly justify an invasion of Cuba if removal of the missiles in Turkey could get the Soviet missiles out of Cuba. He then invited a “smaller group” of eight to join him in the Oval Office, and this group crafted, at Secretary Rusk’s recommendation, a message that the president’s brother would deliver personally to Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin: that Khrushchev had to decide to withdraw the missiles “within the next 12 or possibly 24 hours,” and that no explicit trade-off with the missiles in Turkey was possible. However, Robert Kennedy added, the president had previously intended to remove those missiles, and planned to do so quietly a few months after the missiles in Cuba were removed.




So anxious was JFK to avoid nuclear war that he went even further: he also approved that Saturday a secret proposal by Rusk that in the event Khrushchev rejected the terms proffered by his brother, a Columbia University professor (former UN official Andrew Cordier) would recommend to UN Secretary-General U Thant that he make a public proposal for a Turkey-for-Cuban-missiles trade. The president made no promise to accept such a proposal, but the fact that he was willing to have Rusk create this possibility was testament to his determination to walk at least two extra miles. And Khrushchev’s posture was similar. As Allison and Zelikow summarized the matter, “to end this crisis, Kennedy was prepared to pay more, and Khrushchev to accept less, than the other required or understood.” Or as John Lewis Gaddis concludes in the light of post–Cold War revelations, “far from opposing a compromise, [JFK] pushed for one more strongly than anyone else in his administration.”




The denouement came on Sunday morning, when the Soviet government broadcast its leader’s answer. It had “given a new order to dismantle the arms which you described as offensive, and to crate and return them to the Soviet Union,” and the Soviet premier accepted “with respect and trust” Kennedy’s assurances against an invasion of Cuba. It was Bundy’s “happy task,” as he later recounted, “to give this news to the president over the telephone. He was pleased.” As the crisis wound down, Kennedy admonished his aides not to gloat, not to declare victory. But victory is how it was widely perceived.




Kennedy’s success in the stark missile confrontation opened the way for a more conciliatory Cold War policy. Despite his poor relations with the military (save for General Taylor), Kennedy’s reputation was buttressed sufficiently for him to give a memorable speech at American University in June 1963 that paved the way for the signing in July of a Limited Test Ban Treaty in Moscow. Averell Harriman, now number three in the State Department, led the American delegation to the test ban talks. Carl Kaysen, deputy to Bundy, played an important role in Harriman’s selection for this task, worked to get pro–test ban witnesses on the list for a preliminary hearing at the Senate Armed Services Committee, and served, according to one respected journalist, as “a key member, perhaps the key member, of the Harriman mission.”




 




Less salutary was policymaking on Vietnam. Here the Kennedy-Bundy ad hoc mode of operation generated a series of incremental decisions that coped with the present but piled up problems for the future. After the French defeat and withdrawal from Vietnam, and the division of the country, the Eisenhower administration provided substantial economic and military aid to the South against the Viet Cong insurgency supported by the Communist North. Kennedy reluctantly expanded the American commitment, with the active support of McNamara, Taylor, and (more skeptically) Rusk, and amid the active questioning of more junior officials—notably Forrestal, Harriman, and Roger Hilsman (who had taken over the East Asia portfolio at State from Harriman). Bundy facilitated both the escalation and the skepticism, as his president wanted. In the short run, this tension worked: it kept Kennedy informed of competing views and options, while allowing incremental new deployments of military advisers to go forward. But the goal of the skeptics was Vietnamese reform, not U.S. withdrawal.




A crisis came in late August 1963, when the South Vietnamese dictator Ngo Dinh Diem, urged on by his brother and chief political adviser Ngo Dinh Nhu, responded to rising Buddhist opposition by ordering brutal raids on pagodas across the country. In response, Hilsman drafted a cable declaring, essentially, that Diem must rid himself of Nhu or lose American support. With Kennedy away vacationing on Cape Cod and McNamara, Rusk, Bundy, Taylor, and CIA director John McCone also off for the weekend, Forrestal got the cable cleared by subcabinet officials (and by Kennedy and Rusk on the telephone). He then sent it forward on August 24 as official policy, exploiting the Kennedy-Bundy pattern of informality and delegation of power within the Bundy staff. McNamara and Taylor were livid, and Rusk cabled Saigon rescinding the August 24 directive. But with the newly arrived ambassador to Vietnam, Henry Cabot Lodge, sympathetic to the original message, it “set the administration on a new course that would result in the overthrow of Diem and Nhu and the Americanization of the war.” This was despite the fact that, as McNamara would later say, “U.S. officials in both Washington and Saigon remained deeply divided about the wisdom of [Diem’s] removal.” “My God! My government is coming apart,” Kennedy declared.




Yet this “coming apart” on Vietnam was a symptom of the Bundy system’s larger strength. The president wanted options kept open. For an ongoing, multifaceted enterprise like the Vietnam War, the only way to keep them open was to nurture and reinforce a competing group of advocates, and that meant giving White House backing to those in weaker positions institutionally who were willing to press their critical views if given the chance. More generally, working for a president with a strong sense for people and virtually no organizational instincts, Bundy brought far more order to his administration’s foreign policymaking than Kennedy had a right to expect. And as a traditionalist believer in established institutions, he worked to protect Rusk even as the Kennedy process, and Bundy’s own dynamism, undercut the secretary of state. Martin Hillenbrand, who from his vantage point at State’s German desk saw frequent “confusion” at the White House, noted that the situation was often saved by “the extraordinary ability of McGeorge Bundy to synthesize cabinet room discussions, and to get the president to sign off on skillfully drafted action memorandums.”




On balance, Bundy’s fluid, informal system worked well under Kennedy. He was strong in managing issues for the president, yet trusted as an “honest broker” and conduit for the views of other officials. He went out of his way to bring other strong people into the process. He respected—and sometimes highlighted—intelligent viewpoints that differed from his own. In his fast-paced, informal way, he imposed substantially more structure and regularity on the policy process than the president himself would have done. He was, in many respects, a model for future national security advisers, and for Kennedy, as close to the ideal national security adviser as humanity was likely to produce. Bundy would continue in the position under Lyndon B. Johnson. But the new president was very different. The process changed, and so did Bundy’s role, in ways that were not always in the best interest of Johnson or the nation.




 




Bundy was at the Pentagon, meeting with McNamara, when John F. Kennedy was shot on November 22, 1963. He returned immediately to the White House. He was one of those whom Lyndon Johnson had asked to meet Air Force One when it completed its tragic journey from Dallas to Andrews Air Force Base outside Washington, D.C., that day. The new president asked Bundy and several other senior officials to join him and Jacqueline Kennedy with the coffin on the helicopter ride from there to the White House. As they were landing, McNamara and Bundy were among those who heard Johnson’s urgent words: Kennedy had “gathered around him the ablest people I’ve seen…. I want you to stay. I need you.” As Bundy’s biographer noted, “No other words could have better appealed to Bundy’s sense of himself and his duty to the presidency.”




It is impossible today to recapture the shock, the anxiety, the uncertainty that gripped Americans in the hours and days following the Kennedy assassination. It was Johnson’s first task to reassure a shaken and stricken nation. He did so by embracing his predecessor’s legacy. Echoing Kennedy’s inaugural phrase, “Let us begin,” Johnson made his theme, “Let us continue.” Substantively, he endorsed the landmark Kennedy legislative proposals on civil rights and economic stimulus, both of which became law the following year. Continuity extended to people also: Rusk and McNamara ended up serving Johnson longer than they had his predecessor. LBJ’s efforts to ensure that Bundy would stay on included inviting Bundy’s mother for a one-on-one conversation in the Oval Office when he learned that she was in town visiting her son. And he quickly recognized the value of the substantive and operational policy support that the national security adviser was providing.




Continuity in form masked a jarring shift in the reality. Johnson urged second-tier foreign policy aides to remain, even inviting Kaysen, Komer, Forrestal, and Ralph Dungan to a swim in the White House pool and lunch in the presidential living quarters, where Kennedy had never had them. But in contrast to Kennedy, LBJ showed little interest in the substance of their work. Bundy, too, found Johnson’s appetite for foreign policy information at best a fraction of his predecessor’s. So he brought fewer issues to him. LBJ, in turn, was less inclined than JFK to rely on staff aides, more disposed to delegate decisions to his cabinet secretaries, notably Dean Rusk, the fellow southerner who the Kennedy people had generally found wanting.




The new president’s forte was domestic policy. During his extraordinarily effective service as Senate majority leader from 1955 through 1960, LBJ had developed enormous understanding and feel for the nuances of domestic issues. He possessed a towering ability to convince his fellow politicians to see the issues his way. And those who had gotten “the full Johnson”—arm around the shoulder, face thrust close, pushing the argument in a charming, steady southern drawl—usually did. He would apply his skills masterfully as president: winning enactment of landmark civil rights, tax, and “War on Poverty” laws in 1964, and an unprecedented harvest of liberal legislation the year after. But his confidence did not extend to foreign policy. Whereas Kennedy had grown increasingly comfortable in this sphere, this was the area where Johnson was most insecure.




There was also a deep cultural gap—a chasm, really—between the new president and the “Harvards” who held sway under the old. Kennedy’s was, at bottom, an elitist administration, taking its color and much of its staff from the Ivy League (Harvard and Yale in particular) and the New York legal, financial, media, and cultural institutions populated by their graduates. Its aura evoked a mix of discomfort, envy, resentment, and contempt in LBJ, the graduate of Southeast Texas State Teachers’ College. And it fed his warring impulses simultaneously to defer to them and to put them in their place. “Johnson was a rough person,” McNamara later observed. “He took every person’s measure. He sought to find a person’s weakness, and once he found it, he tried to play on it.” He was arbitrary and uneven in his dealings with subordinates—sometimes overly solicitous, sometimes brutal in using his power and rubbing in their weaknesses. On Bundy, he imposed what Schlesinger labeled “a brutal and characteristic Johnson loyalty test” by having him convey to Attorney General Robert Kennedy his request that Kennedy withdraw from consideration as Johnson’s vice-presidential running mate in 1964. (RFK, in turn, saw Bundy’s delivery of this message as “an act of inexplicable disloyalty” to him.) Johnson would occasionally insist on aides briefing him while he sat on the toilet, and speak contemptuously of their discomfort. This contrasted sharply with Kennedy’s consistent, cool, arm’s-length courtesy. And yet, Johnson felt he needed these people—because he knew they brought exceptional qualities to government, and because he could ill afford to have them leave and turn against him.




Bundy the patriot knew he had to stay. Bundy the elitist found the going hard. The Johnson style was ebullience, overstatement, passion, wearing his emotions on his sleeve, a sharp contrast to Kennedy’s style and a poor fit with Bundy’s. Bundy realized, of course, that it was mainly he who would have to adjust, and he made considerable efforts to do so. But it was never easy. The discomfort could only fuel resentment on both sides, and ultimately a lessening of mutual confidence and respect.




Given his druthers, this accidental president would have subordinated foreign policy to his ambitious domestic agenda—as he indeed seemed to do in 1964 and early 1965. Yet Johnson remembered how Republicans had pilloried Truman and Acheson for the “loss of China” fifteen years before, and he was determined not to put his administration and his party in that position again. So, while he minimized international engagement in 1964, his response to his biggest foreign policy challenge that year reflected this determination to protect himself politically.




On August 2, 1964, North Vietnamese PT boats attacked the destroyer USS Maddox in broad daylight during its patrol in the Gulf of Tonkin off the North Vietnamese coast. No damage was done to the U.S. vessel, and its retaliatory fire drove the attackers away. The Johnson administration (knowing that CIA-instigated raids on North Vietnamese territory were ongoing in the area) limited its response to a letter of warning.




Two days later, though, the captain of the Maddox reported evidence of a second attack—this time in the dead of night, hence mid-morning Washington time. Almost immediately, the captain began questioning his own reports. Less than three hours after the first report, he sent a flash message stating that “freak weather effects on radar and overeager sonarmen” had apparently misled him. “Many reported contacts and torpedoes fired appear doubtful.” Since there had been “no actual visual sightings,” he suggested “complete evaluation before further action taken.” McNamara checked with the admiral in charge of the Pacific Fleet, who first said there was a “slight possibility” there had been no attack at all, but on further investigation conveyed his conclusion that the attack had occurred, though initial reports had exaggerated its scope. (It is now the general consensus of analysts and participants, including McNamara, that the second “attack” never happened, though administration decision makers did, apparently, sincerely conclude that August day that it had.)




Several hours earlier, however, Lyndon Johnson had decided to act. After hearing the first reports, he “had come storming over to Bundy’s office” that morning and “announced that he had decided to retaliate.” “I interrupted,” Bundy recalled thirty-one years later, “and said I thought we ought to think it over.” Johnson snapped back, “I didn’t ask you that. I told you to help me get organized.” Bundy realized his place. “I was just a messenger boy,” he recalled, “and he made sure I stayed that way.” Bundy then behaved in the same way with his White House colleagues, announcing at a staff meeting that Johnson had decided to ask for a broad congressional resolution. When domestic aide Douglass Cater asked, “Do we have all the information?” Bundy said that the president’s mind was made up. When Cater persisted, saying, “he hadn’t really thought it through,” Bundy responded, “Don’t.”




By the time the captain’s second thoughts were cabled in, Johnson was meeting with the National Security Council ostensibly to ask his advisers’ views, but in essence demanding their concurrence. Doubts were cast aside, retaliation was set in motion, and Congress passed the famous Gulf of Tonkin resolution in support of the president (and an open-ended war) with only two dissenters. Procedurally, this was highly unusual for Johnson. He rarely decided without the advance counsel—and the moral and political support—of his senior advisers. (They did unanimously endorse the action early that evening, with the president’s preference already made clear.) Politically, however, it was a master stroke—for election year 1964. The United States was making, the president declared, a “measured” response to a “deliberate” pattern of “naked aggression.” How better could he show his own determination to defend U.S. interests, while contrasting himself with his presumably trigger-happy election opponent, Republican Senator Barry Goldwater? The Arizonan was never able to shake the image of recklessness, and Johnson rode to an overwhelming election victory in November.




Shortly thereafter, Bundy played a central role in Johnson’s shelving of a long-simmering proposal to develop a multinational nuclear force (MLF) within NATO. Advocates saw this force as essential to head off future German efforts to acquire nuclear weapons unilaterally, but Bundy brought in presidential scholar Neustadt to assess British attitudes toward the MLF, which were lukewarm at best. With the Germans not pressing the issue, and Bundy assuring Johnson that JFK had never endorsed the idea, LBJ effectively rejected it on the eve of a summit meeting with British Prime Minister Harold Wilson. At a December 1964 White House reception in Wilson’s honor, Dean Acheson—a staunch MLF supporter—declared to Neustadt, “I know your theory. You think Presidents should be warned. You’re wrong. Presidents should be given confidence.”




 




Warning was what Bundy provided on the MLF: This group is selling you something, Mr. President, and you ought to know the reasons why you might not wish to buy it. He had played this role regularly with Kennedy, whose skeptical mind and style meshed well with his own. On Vietnam, however, Bundy under Johnson began to warn less and less and urge strong action more and more, very much in the Achesonian manner. By early 1965, by Andrew Preston’s detailed analysis, Bundy “had undergone the transformation from adviser to advocate.” The basic reason was “the serious and deteriorating situation” in that country, and Bundy’s sense that the president needed to be pushed to make a sufficiently strong response. He withheld from Johnson a lengthy October 1964 memo by Under Secretary of State George Ball arguing that the war could only get worse and should be abandoned. Though Bundy discussed the memo with Ball, Rusk, and McNamara in November, the president only saw it four months later when Ball sent it through Johnson’s longtime adviser Bill Moyers. Before then, on January 27, 1965, Bundy had sent the president a pivotal message, which became known as “the fork-in-the-road memo,” expressing the view of himself and Secretary McNamara (“Dean Rusk does not agree with us”) that “the worst course of action” would be to continue the current American advisory role, and that the best course was, essentially, escalation: “to use our military power in the Far East and to force a change of Communist policy.”




The president responded by sending Bundy to Vietnam in early February. As the national security adviser and his team were moving toward recommending strong action, Viet Cong forces attacked a U.S. military outpost in the town of Pleiku, killing eight U.S. servicemen and wounding 126. Bundy recommended—and Johnson ordered—an immediate retaliatory response, and in less than a day, over one hundred U.S. jets were bombing targets in North Vietnam.




A program of “sustained reprisal” followed in the days thereafter. Its purposes were to buttress the deteriorating political situation in Saigon and compel Hanoi to seek relief; when it failed to accomplish either, the only remaining option (save negotiation and withdrawal) was deployment of ground troops. This began in earnest in the spring of 1965, and by summer, successive Johnson decisions had brought the number in the country to around 75,000. Bundy was unhappy about this, and when McNamara on July 1 presented a massive military program calling for 200,000 ground troops and a tripling of the bombing rate, the national security adviser initially labeled it “rash to the point of folly.” But before the end of the month, with Johnson pretty much committed, Bundy had acquiesced. Among government officials only George Ball, invited by the president to express his views, offered serious dissent. By this time, the national security assistant was once again ambivalent about the means the United States was employing to win in Vietnam. But he, like his president, could not abide losing. Johnson found himself in an excruciating bind: he was worried about being trapped in a land war in Asia that would drain resources from the domestic programs he had launched so brilliantly, but he was unwilling to take the risk of withdrawal. And Bundy did nothing to make the withdrawal option more viable.




Bundy did, on July 7 and 8, convene a group of senior advisers that became known as “the wise men.” Established originally to lend gravitas to Johnson’s 1964 election campaign, it included such august personages as former Secretary of State Dean Acheson and Council on Foreign Relations chairman John J. McCloy. After extensive briefings from McNamara, Bundy, and others, six of them met with the president and conveyed their view that escalation was the only answer. Indeed, Acheson—impatient at how the discussion was going—chastised the president for whining about his plight: presidents were supposed to make hard decisions and stick with them! Not included in this meeting was Johnson’s longtime confidant Clark Clifford, who had conveyed a dissenting view in April.




Later in July, Johnson did invite Clifford to share his skeptical views—first at the White House, then at Camp David. LBJ also received cautionary counsel from Senate Armed Services chair Richard Russell, his longtime mentor. But there was no effort to bring all the senior critics and advocates together for extended debate before the president, along the model of Kennedy’s Ex Comm for Cuba. Johnson did not like such meetings; he wanted to control the environment, and prevent leaks. Bundy was certainly not disposed to push him into one. So, notwithstanding his deep anxieties, LBJ plunged ahead.




Bundy still accommodated dissent within his staff: his junior aide, East Asia expert James C. Thomson, Jr., would write a laudatory op-ed upon Bundy’s sudden death in 1996, highlighting how his boss “tolerated and even encouraged” his Vietnam skepticism at the very time Bundy himself was pressing for escalation. Chester Cooper, a former CIA analyst serving at the Johnson-Bundy NSC, was similarly doubtful about what American ground troops could accomplish against a guerrilla army. But Bundy no longer nurtured skeptical subcabinet officials at State, as he had under Kennedy. Johnson wasn’t much interested in the views of people at that level (aside from Ball, who combined serious internal dissent with relatively senior rank and absolute personal loyalty to the president).




Bundy also departed from his established role in another way—he became a negotiator. Johnson sent him to the Dominican Republic in May 1965 to try to broker a political deal between feuding politicians there. Johnson had made a precipitate decision to send U.S. troops to the island in late April, in response to the collapse of the ruling junta and shaky reports of a potential Communist takeover. What was “the first armed U.S. intervention in a Latin American country in thirty years,” one close student of this decision concluded, was decided upon “with amazingly little discussion of the full range of options and their associated risks.” Bundy was surprised by the negotiating assignment, and his ten-day effort in the Caribbean nation was serious, though unsuccessful.




By this time, though, significant tension was developing between Johnson and his NSC adviser. Bundy supported—indeed, encouraged—Johnson’s escalation decisions, but believed that the president should be speaking out loud and clear about how and why he was expanding the American involvement in Vietnam, both the reasons for the policy and the costs that would be incurred. He saw this as essential to build public support and sustain the policy in the years ahead. Johnson was determined instead to proceed by stealth, partly because he hadn’t yet persuaded himself of the irrevocability of the choices he was making, and partly because he wanted to maintain as long as possible the enormous spring and summer 1965 momentum behind his domestic “Great Society” program. As Larry Berman notes in his analysis of Vietnam decision making, “Medicare and the Civil Rights Bill were at crucial stages in conference committee” during the very July week that Johnson made his decision to have U.S. troops take over the ground war. So he represented what he was doing on Vietnam as essentially a continuation of previous policy, which over time helped create an enormous credibility gap.




Johnson, moreover, didn’t want a loud public controversy, or any activity that would elevate the status of critics of the Vietnam War. In fact, Bundy later concluded that the president had dispatched him to the Dominican Republic on such short notice in order to prevent his national security adviser from participating in a scheduled debate with the Cornell University Asia scholar George McT. Kahin at a Washington, D.C., “teach-in” on the war. Bundy’s withdrawal just three hours before that event was to take place had embarrassed his academic supporters, and when he returned, he acted to fulfill his commitment to debate the war—in the full knowledge that he was going against LBJ’s wishes. Insisting on a “non-partisan” forum, with none of the teach-in’s potential for domination by a crowd of critical students, he arranged to appear in June on CBS with war critic (and leading international relations scholar) Hans Morgenthau. Network veteran Eric Severeid served as moderator.




Bundy was relentless and, by debating standards, demolished his hesitant academic opponent: one war critic who had pressed for such a debate concluded that “we pursued McGeorge Bundy until he caught us.” But Johnson was livid—he viewed it as rank insubordination and vented his anger to Bill Moyers: “He didn’t tell me because he knew I didn’t want him to do it. Bill, I want you to go to Bundy and tell him the president would be pleased, mighty pleased, to accept his resignation.”




Moyers did not do so, and Johnson never spoke to Bundy about the debate. But the assistant knew he had incurred the president’s wrath: “He didn’t want me to do it,” he recalled twenty-nine years later. “And he knew that I knew he didn’t want me to do it—and I did it anyway.” Moreover, Bundy’s triumphal debate performance was featured in a Time cover story, which glorified the adviser as “Ambassador to the Academe” and highlighted the president’s dependence on him. Bundy knew he had crossed a line: one way he could tell the president was unhappy with him, he said later, was that LBJ’s wife, Lady Bird Johnson, was going out of her way to be kind to him. Another was that the president would increasingly “forget” or mispronounce his name. By summer, he was phoning the president of Harvard to ask if the university would have him back. Then, in early November, without prior discussion, Bundy was offered the presidency of the Ford Foundation. Within two weeks, he decided to accept. It was a good, new challenge. He could go there without breaking openly with Johnson over policy. His wife Mary liked the idea of living in New York. And he felt the president needed a more compatible national security adviser.




Bundy told the president of his decision; they agreed that he would leave by the end of February 1966. Johnson was not at all gracious about the matter, but he did ask Bundy to confirm with the Ford Foundation that he would be available thereafter for special presidential assignments.




 




Though Johnson never shared Kennedy’s attitude toward the Bundy staff, he did rely on it. He promoted two of Bundy’s aides to the rank of deputy: Robert Komer as across-the-board number two man; and Francis Bator, who had assumed the international economic policy portfolio after Carl Kaysen returned to Cambridge. Both handled certain issues face-to-face with Johnson. And he honored NSC executive secretary Bromley Smith with the President’s Award for Distinguished Federal Civilian Service for having “revolutionized the communications system supporting Presidential decision-making and action in foreign affairs.”




Still, the fate of the NSC staff and the post of adviser was uncertain when Bundy departed as scheduled on February 28, 1966. He had recommended at least twice that Bill Moyers, then White House press secretary, be named his replacement: Moyers was smart, effective, policy-sensitive, and a Texan who had a long relationship with Johnson. But even with over three months’ advance warning, the president had not acted. He told Komer to act as his special assistant and to do everything that Bundy had done, but not tell anybody he was doing so—if it got in the newspapers, it would be all over between them. Komer never figured out how he would accomplish this, but he did the best he could, and a month or so thereafter Johnson named him to head a special new White House office that “coordinated and supervised Washington support for pacification and other nonmilitary campaigns” in Vietnam.




Meanwhile, two days after Bundy’s departure, Johnson issued an order, National Security Action Memorandum 341, aimed at enhancing State Department authority over foreign policy. Following the recommendations of General Maxwell Taylor and Deputy Under Secretary of State U. Alexis Johnson, it established two levels of committees: the Senior Interdepartmental Group (SIG) and the Interdepartmental Regional Groups (IRGs), chaired, respectively, by the under secretary and assistant secretaries of state. Their task was to assist the secretary of state in carrying out his presidentially delegated “authority and responsibility…for the overall direction, coordination and supervision of interdepartmental activities of the United States Government overseas.”




Finally, Johnson held what he called “a White House impromptu news conference” on March 31, 1966, to announce the naming of two new “Special Assistants,” Robert Kintner and Walt Whitman Rostow. Both would “earn $30,000 annually.” Rostow (mentioned second) would “work principally, but not necessarily exclusively, in the field of foreign policy.” A reporter asked: “Mr. President, could it be said that as your new Special Assistant, Mr. Rostow will take over all or many of the duties and assignments handled by McGeorge Bundy?” Johnson replied: “It could be, but that would be inaccurate. It would not be true.” Bundy’s work was being distributed among a number of aides, and the president expected his men to “play any position here.” He underscored the point by not including “for National Security Affairs” in Rostow’s title.




Rostow had been a socialist at Yale, from which he graduated at age nineteen. By the 1950s, when he became professor of economic history at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, he had become an activist anti-Communist liberal—urging expanded aid to developing countries and commitment to counterinsurgency. Rostow was a brilliant and facile thinker across a range of issues: his policy-relevant publications dwarfed those of Bundy in quantity and substantive scope. His Stages of Economic Growth—published first in The Economist and later in book form—refuted the widely held belief that the Soviet Union was gaining economically on the West and was likely to surpass it in the years ahead. He saw Communists as “scavengers of the modernization process” in developing countries, and urged active U.S. resistance to revolutions which they sponsored. Consistent with this approach, Rostow was a true believer in the Vietnam War: he had advocated bombing the North, and sending in American ground troops, as early as 1961.




Rostow had been advising Johnson intermittently since 1964 from his post as State Department director of policy planning. The president had told him in February 1966 that he wanted him to move to the White House, but swore him to secrecy. “It was not until a few moments before the announcement of my appointment,” Rostow later recalled, “that the matter was firm.” Among his Kennedy-Johnson administration colleagues, he had earned a reputation as an ideologue—enamored of his own positions and lacking Bundy’s flexibility and intellectual skepticism. This was one reason Kennedy had moved him away from the NSC in late 1961, and why none of Johnson’s senior advisers had recommended him as Bundy’s replacement. Johnson was aware of these concerns. In a phone conversation with McNamara (who, like Bundy, favored Moyers), the president worried that choosing Rostow would “get everybody to thinking we’re going back to war and a hard-liner.” But precisely because nobody else wanted him, he could be, in words attributed to Johnson, “my goddamned intellectual,” chosen by the president and owing the job only to him. And the president was kinder to Rostow, more respectful, than was typical of his relationships with aides.




In saying Rostow would not have the same job, Johnson was putting down his old national security assistant, not his new one. As Bundy remarked to colleagues a few years later, the tacit explanation for his departure was typical: “Someone who hasn’t been doing anything useful here is leaving, and we’re all getting along just fine!” Combined with the issuance of the memorandum on the new interagency groups, though, the president’s press conference language could only cause problems for Rostow and the staff in reestablishing their authority over the foreign affairs agencies.




That said, it was not long before it became clear that Rostow was Bundy’s de facto successor. He headed the staff. He reviewed and channeled departmental communications to the president. He replaced Bundy at key advisory meetings. He met the president’s needs for foreign policy information and staff support. Under him, the staff underwent modest expansion—to about sixteen members. But the process remained informal, and the staff’s character did not change. Moreover, the State Department never seized the leadership opportunity proferred by Johnson’s March 1966 directive.




But the assistant and staff were less important to Johnson than they had been to Kennedy. For JFK, they were the central mechanism (though by no means the only one) for reviewing and managing foreign policy. For LBJ, that role was played by his senior cabinet officials, Rusk and McNamara, above all. It was made manifest by what became his most important instrument for policymaking, the “Tuesday Lunch.” Beginning sporadically in February 1964, continuing regularly in 1965 after Vietnam gained center stage, the president hosted (in his private dining room) “more than 150 Tuesday lunch meetings” with the secretaries of state and defense and the national security adviser. Over time, participation was expanded to include the director of Central Intelligence, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and certain senior White House aides (initially Bill Moyers).




When notes were taken, it was “done for historical rather than operational purposes.” For this reason, Johnson felt that he could explore issues freely, get the feel of his advisers, and protect himself from press leaks. Sometimes, the forum served its stated purpose. But when LBJ was depressed, as was often the case, “he reduced the Tuesday lunch to a stage on which to vent his emotions,” in Doris Kearns’s words, “holding forth at great length with a diatribe against the critics or calling out in a self-pitying way for understanding of his plight.” And even when the discussion was constructive, there were serious communication problems with subcabinet officials, who had difficulty determining what was decided and what the action implications were.




Such follow-up was, to some degree, Rostow’s responsibility; he developed the Tuesday lunch agendas, in consultation with Rusk and McNamara (and later Clifford), and watched over the implementation of decisions reached. But here his limitations got in the way, for Rostow was not regarded—as Bundy generally had been—as a reliable policy broker. On Vietnam policy in particular he was the perennial booster, seeing the silver lining where others perceived mainly clouds. And his reputation spilled over into other issues. Rostow had substantially greater intrinsic interest in the developing world than Bundy. Yet William Gaud, director of the U.S. Agency for International Development, trusted Bundy to convey his messages to the president, but feared that Rostow would give them his own spin. Other officials made the same comparison. Bundy could be rough intellectually and would sometimes wound with words, but he was an honest and accurate transmitter of others’ views. Rostow was not as demanding, and perhaps “nicer” in ordinary personal relations, but his strong views undercut his capacity as process manager. As one academic analyst put it, “despite prodigious skills as a writer and social analyst, Rostow lacked the emotional control and detachment necessary for maintaining impartiality. He was, instead, a highly opinionated and self-confident individual who ‘knew what he thought about everything’ since he was a 15-year-old undergraduate at Yale and who was benignly impervious to others’ criticism.”




An interesting if minor illustration of this insensitivity came to one of the authors early in his career when, as a staff aide to a senator, he sat in on a late 1966 panel at a conference of editors of college newspapers. The topic was Vietnam; the panelists included Rostow and Richard Goodwin, the early 1961 Kennedy aide who had been “exiled” to the State Department, returned to the White House under Johnson, then left to become a prominent critic of administration Vietnam policy. Rostow centered his presentation on the assertion that, as a member of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), the United States was obligated to come to Vietnam’s aid. Goodwin followed by declaring that he had been at the White House when the portentous 1965 decisions were made, and no one had ever mentioned the SEATO Treaty. When it came his time to rebut, Rostow repeated the same statement, without changing a word. A Bundy would have responded to Goodwin with a wicked substantive or personal rejoinder. Rostow seemingly felt no need to respond at all. He lost that “debate,” but didn’t seem to know or care.




By early 1968, the president knew that his policy had failed. Two years to the day after he announced Rostow’s appointment, Lyndon Johnson reversed course on Vietnam and withdrew his candidacy for reelection. The enemy’s Tet Offensive, launched in January 1968, had demolished administration credibility, even though it was rebuffed militarily. Clark Clifford, who replaced McNamara as secretary of defense, pressed hard for a policy reversal. He was backed in March by key members of the “wise men” group, including Dean Acheson (who abandoned his earlier support) and one of its newer members, McGeorge Bundy, who wrote Johnson: “I just don’t think the country can be held together much longer by determination and patriotism alone.” Bundy had previously opposed a bombing halt, “but no longer…I think nothing less will do.”




Until March 1968, the operative issue had been how many more troops to send. And Rostow, committed to the end, favored a further increase beyond the 500,000-plus troops already deployed. But Johnson understood that public support for escalation had evaporated. From then on, the questions would be how fast troops could be withdrawn and how best to pursue the peace negotiations that Johnson also launched on March 31, 1968. Rostow, however, used his position as national security adviser to minimize conciliatory steps toward Hanoi, effectively delaying a full halt to the bombing of the North for seven full months. As recalled by Richard Holbrooke, a member of Ambassador Harriman’s negotiating delegation at the Paris peace talks, “This eliminated any prospect that Johnson could achieve the peace agreement he sought in his final months in office.”




 




Kennedy and Bundy had created the modern position of national security adviser. For it to survive, subsequent presidents would have to adopt it and make it their own. Lyndon Johnson did so—first as part of his larger commitment to continuity; thereafter because he found useful the staff support that the assistant provided. He did so ambivalently. He was never personally comfortable with Bundy, and when he named Walt Rostow as Bundy’s successor, he denied that he was replacing Bundy at all. Indeed, in important respects, Rostow didn’t “replace” Bundy, because he was less effective and trusted as a broker, and because his president relied much more on his secretary of state than Kennedy ever had.




Nonetheless, Johnson and Rostow maintained the three core elements of the Kennedy-Bundy innovations: the adviser handling the president’s day-to-day foreign affairs business; the staff recruited to serve the current administration; and the communications and information system centered in the Situation Room. All subsequent presidents would build on this foundation. Johnson’s immediate successor, Richard Nixon, would use it as a base for unrivaled White House foreign policy dominance.




But personality mattered. The same Bundy who meshed so well with one president was clearly out of sync with his successor. As a fellow Ivy Leaguer, Kennedy was compatible culturally with Bundy, and no doubt felt empowered by what Bundy did on his behalf. With Johnson, the culture clash was acute. For most of two years, the two men swallowed their discomfort and got along—there was urgent business to do, and they needed each other to do it. But Bundy seems to have trusted LBJ less than he had JFK, one reason perhaps why he became an unvarnished advocate pressing for the Vietnam escalation which Johnson both resisted and saw no way around. Ultimately, the Texan came to see Bundy as threatening his capacity to govern as he wished to. Bundy left, and Johnson brought in an intellectual he could call his own. The president no doubt realized that Rostow lacked some of Bundy’s strengths. But he wholeheartedly supported the president and his policies, and adapted to his way of doing business. And that suited Johnson just fine.






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
In the
Shadow of
the Oval

Office

Ivo H. Daalder

and

I. M. Destler

Profiles of the National Security Advisers
and the Presidents They Served—

From JFK to George W. Bush

Simon & Schuster
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





OEBPS/Images/colophon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
In the
Shadow of
the Oval

Office

Ivo H. Daalder

and

I. M. Destler

Profiles of the National Security Advisers
and the Presidents They Served—

From 7FK to George W. Bush

Simon & Schuster
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





